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ABSTRACT 
BECOMING LITERATE: 
AN ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF YOUNG CHILDREN 
COMING TO LITERACY 
September 1987 
Ann M. Courtney, B.S., FITCHBURG STATE COLLEGE 
M.Ed., FITCHBURG STATE COLLEGE 
Ed.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS 
Directed by: Professor Rudine Sims Bishop 
This study reconstructed the world of five children, aged 19 
months to 24 months at the beginning of the study, coming to 
literacy in a day care center over a three and a half year period. 
This study utilized the ethnographic methods of participant observa¬ 
tion, in-depth interviewing, informal casual interviewing and con¬ 
versations, audiotaping and videotaping. The respective parents, 
teachers and the Center Director were formally and informally inter¬ 
viewed . 
Addressing the questions how do children become literate and 
how do significant others directly and indirectly socialize children 
to literacy this study suggests several points. First, teachers 
were culture bearers who consciously and unconsciously organized a 
supportive literacy environment that developed out of their par¬ 
ticular cultural orientation in which literacy was taken for 
granted. Second, meaning making occurred in an interactive col- 
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laboration between the children and the teacher. Third, teachers 
modeled literacy behaviors for the children and in turn the children 
learned these behaviors and demonstrated them for their peers. 
Fourth, as children learned more literacy knowledge they became more 
capable in the meaning making process by themselves. Fifth, the 
events of literacy learning were most influenced by the mutual so¬ 
cial relationships among the children. Children served as models, 
supports and partners for their peers in the meaning making process. 
Children learned literacy from interacting with adults and other 
children, talking and writing with adults and other children, from 
books that were read to them and that they read, and from the 
demonstrations and support of their teachers and peers. Sixth, much 
learning went on in the crevices of classroom life and this learning 
was not directed by the teachers. Seventh, group circle reading was 
initially used to socialize the children to the extra-literate rules 
for group participation. 
This study identified key dimensions that this particular so¬ 
cial group provided for their children. The findings in this eth¬ 
nography cannot be approached as universal, but instead are culture 
specific. This ethnography offers ways of looking, thinking, and 
talking about early socialization to literacy. 
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CHAPTER I 
INTRODUCTION 
For years educators, assuming that reading was a skill to be 
taught, debated when to begin reading instruction. Morphett and 
Washburne (1931) concluded that the best time to begin reading in¬ 
struction was at the mental age of six years six months. This view 
dominated for 30 years until Dolores Durkin (1964,66), in her first 
grade studies, dispelled this myth and opened the floodgates for fu¬ 
ture research on early readers. Still many researchers focused on 
the "skills" necessary for beginning reading and believed reading 
consisted of learning these isolated skills. 
With the advent of the 80's interest in early readers has 
flourished. There has been a dramatic shift in notions about what 
constitutes reading as well as in the methods of gathering data. 
Reading and writing are seen as integral parts of daily life 
(Bissex, 1980; Crago & Crago, 1983; Taylor, 1983; Heath, 1983a; 
Gourley, Benedict, Gundersheim, McClellan, 1983; Cochran-Smith, 
1984). Researchers observed that preschool children discover a 
great deal about print prior to formal instruction (Clay, 1972; Bis¬ 
sex, 1980; Mason & McCormick, 1981; Taylor, 1983; Harste, Woodward 
and Burke, 1984; Cochran-Smith, 1984). Literacy came to be seen as 
a process that develops over time. Researchers began to document 
how children were socialized into print (Taylor, 1983; Heath, 1983a, 
Gourley, et al, 1983; Harste, et al, 1984; Cochran-Smith, 1984). 
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In order to further our knowledge of how children come to 
literacy we need to know more about the ways that young children 
from various social settings progress towards literacy over time. 
It seems clear that the birthing of a reader is a gradual process of 
socialization over an extended period of time, rather than the 
result of direct teaching. 
We have passed through the "Right to Read" movement and the 
'Back to Basics" clamor. Educators have all strived to make 
"better" readers. It seems that we need to stop and discover just 
how one becomes a reader. Educators realize that there is a need 
for much more information on the early experiences children have 
with print and printed materials. We need to discover how children 
make sense of written texts, how they negotiate their literate en¬ 
vironments. When we have this information perhaps we will be able 
to answer the question: "How do we make 'better' readers?" On this 
basis we need more descriptive studies on the actual process of be¬ 
coming literate. 
Statement of the Problem 
The purpose of this study was to observe and describe how one 
set of children came to literacy in a particular culture. Specifi¬ 
cally it focused on five children and the peers and adults who came 
in contact with them over an extended period of time at a day care 
center, on a large northeastern university campus. 
Given the lack of descriptive studies on how one comes to 
literacy the necessary research question to ask is not ' How do we 
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make readers?” but rather, "What is the experience of becoming 
literate like to those involved in the process?" (Taylor, 1983; 
Heath, 1983a; Gourley, et al, 1983; Cochran-Smith, 1984; Solsken, 
1985). The overwhelming majority of the literature on young 
children and reading is rooted in quantitative research procedures. 
These studies have administered small sets of measures on isolated 
occasions and do not reflect the progress of the child over time. 
These studies fail to describe the rich complexities of a child's 
everyday life. They fail to provide us with information on the 
wholeness of the reading process. Most quantitative research as¬ 
sumes that the child has to be taught the "skills" to come to 
literacy. The present need is for studies that are longitudinal and 
naturalistic. We must come to understand the conditions that define 
and reinforce the child coming to literacy in the wider community. 
These studies must consider the social present as well as the social 
past. 
Few studies have detailed the daily world of the child coming 
to literacy. Fewer studies have focused on the perspectives, 
beliefs, and cultural baggage that parents, schools, teachers, peers 
and children themselves bring to the process of literacy learning. 
This study described and analyzed the process of how five children 
were coming to literacy and how the people they came into contact 
with affected this socialization experience. This study described 
not only what the children knew about print but how they seemed to 
come to that knowledge. 
4 
Statement of Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to explore, describe and 
reconstruct the world of five children coming to literacy. The fol¬ 
lowing questions served as general guidelines for this study: 
1. What type of ideological perspective does each of 
the participant's parents and the classroom 
teacher utilize to define his/her reality? How 
are these perspectives connected to material and 
activity selections? 
2. What is the world like for the child coming to 
literacy? How do children come to literacy? How 
do children negotiate their literate 
environments? 
3. How do adults and significant others directly and 
indirectly socialize children to literacy? Does 
reading to the child, modeling reading, treating 
the child as a reader/writer and having reading 
and writing material easily accessible affect 
literacy learning? 
Significance of the Study 
Until very recently most researchers focused on children al¬ 
ready reading and reflected on their past (Durkin, 1964,66; Krip- 
pner, 1963; Plessas and Oakes, 1964; Torrey, 1969; Clark, 1976). 
Others taught children to read by rigidly controlling their reading 
environment (Cohan, 1961; Sutton, 1964; Brzeinski, 1964; Fowler, 
1965; Soderbergh, 1971; Goldstein, 1976; Fox and Routh; 1976). None 
of these studies focused on children as they actively participated 
in their own literacy learning in the real world. 
There is a growing body of longitudinal research which has 
focused on children’s experience with print in natural settings. 
Many of these studies have examined school age children (Clay, 1976; 
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Clark, 1976; Gourley et al, 1983; Taylor, 1983; Solsken, 1985). 
Other researchers have begun to look at early literacy experience of 
children prior to school entry (Heath, 1983a; Harste, et al, 1984; 
Cochran—Smith, 1984). In—depth case studies have focused on 
literacy development (Bissex, 1980) and response (Crago and Crago, 
1980) prior to school entry. The handful of descriptive studies 
which currently exist however, do not examine individual children's 
literacy development from ages 18 months to 5 years. The exception 
is Dorothy Butler's (1975) detailed case study of one physically 
handicapped female child, coming to literacy in the home, aged birth 
to three years nine months. The family members implemented sys¬ 
tematic reading of children's books that were used as "time-fillers" 
and not specifically to socialize the child to literacy. Butler 
suggests that this particular environment seems to have exercised a 
stimulating effect on the child Cushla. Cochran-Smith focused on 
subjects aged 3 years to 5 years, but did not profile individual 
children. This study is distinctive in that it offers data to fill 
in the age gap between 18 months and 3 years old of children in a 
preschool setting. It also focused on the daily life experiences of 
five individual children. 
The most recent literature on literacy learning recognizes 
that adults or significant others socialize children to literacy. 
This literature argues that literacy development is a social process 
(Taylor, 1983; Heath, 1983a; Gourley, et al, 1983; Harste et al, 
1984; Cochran-Smith, 1984). The process of becoming literate incor- 
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porates adult belief systems: past, present and future, and their 
interplay with the child's literacy development. Literacy is a 
process of becoming. This literature calls for rich descriptions of 
the child's socialization process towards literacy which takes into 
account the interplay among adult biographies, the verbal and physi¬ 
cal environments and the value system of the adult community (Heath, 
1983a; Taylor, 1983; Cochran-Smith, 1984). This literature calls 
for studies which are naturalistic, longitudinal and systematic in 
terms of observations, interviews, audio and video recording and 
analysis. This literature calls for researchers to describe models 
literacy development in order to compare it among various social 
groups. 
This study is distinctive in that it examines the multifaceted 
dimensions of children's socialization process towards literacy, 
ages 18 months to 5 years old, as the children actively participate 
in this socialization. This study views the child as an active con¬ 
structor of his/her world. There is a need for descriptive analysis 
of the process of children's literacy, of how children shape them¬ 
selves, as well as of how they are shaped by others (Taylor, 1983; 
Heath, 1983a; Gourley, 1983; Harste, et al, 1984; Cochran-Smith, 
1984). 
The present study is also distinctive in that some of the par¬ 
ticipants were in the same environment over a three year period. 
They experienced the same home life, the same school life and the 
same teacher. A review of the literature to this date indicates 
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that no study has critically reconstructed the world of such young 
children coming to literacy with the same environmental factors in¬ 
terplaying for such a long period of time. Therefore, this study is 
a unique and useful contribution to the literature on children's 
socialization to literacy. 
The results of this study have implications for people who are 
interested in how children come to literacy: educators, parents, and 
researchers. It does not suggest how to teach the "skills" neces¬ 
sary to learn literacy. Rather its major contribution is to offer 
ways of looking, thinking and talking about early literacy learning. 
Through this reflection we may bridge the gap between home and 
school so that reading in one is reading in the other. With this 
type of information parents, teachers and researchers can judge the 
appropriateness of literacy experiences for young children. This 
research contributes to other research on early literacy development 
by providing a basis of comparison of how these five children were 
socialized to literacy with those of other communities. 
Definition of Terms 
Culture refers to "An historically developed pattern of life 
which includes beliefs and ideologies; formally and informally es¬ 
tablished interrelationships between persons and groups and material 
goods and technologies all of which are systematically related so as 
to form an integrated whole" (Dobbert, 1982, p.10). 
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—-rly reader refers to children who use written language as a 
vehicle to broaden and expand their world before formal instruction 
in school. Children who begin to read as soon as they become aware 
of print in any meaningful way. 
Ethnography refers to a "thick description" of a cultural 
scene or event from the point of view of the participants them¬ 
selves. 
Ethnohistory refers to a history that relates origins and his¬ 
tory of groups through time. 
Ideological maps refer to belief systems and values which can 
be analyzed as social and historical development. They may guide 
social practice and be utilized to define an individual’s reality. 
Interactive/collaborative process refers to connected 
stretches of discourse in which an adult and a child or a child and 
a peer negotiate meaning on a particular topic. 
Literacy refers to the process of reading, writing, listening 
and speaking woven in a multifaceted web which develops mastery of 
one's native language and broadens and expands one's world. 
A Literacy event refers to "Contexts within which people use 
print, the ways they organize print for various purposes, the kinds 
of talk that accompany uses of print, and the nature and extent of 
social participation and interaction" (Cochran-Smith, 1984). 
Model is used in this study to mean one who sets an example 
for imitation. 
Modeling in this study refers to the act of demonstrating par- 
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ticular behaviors for others. 
Natural is used in this study to mean not controlled or out of 
the ordinary, part of the on-going, occurring activities of a com¬ 
munity. "Situations characteristic of everyday home and family 
life" (Teale, 1982, p. 567). 
Partner is one who shares or partakes with another. 
Perspective refers to a person's way of thinking, feeling, and 
acting in a particular situation. 
Social Structure refers to the supporting frame of an or¬ 
ganization which determines aspects and patterns of social relation¬ 
ship and social behavior (Dobbert, 1982, pp. 158 & 159). 
Socialization refers to the process of acculturation in which 
the social organization of everyday life is accomplished. 
Socializing agent refers to one who aids, consciously and un¬ 
consciously, an individual's acculturation. 
Support is one who aids, assists and comforts. 
Talkaloud strategy refers to the unconscious process in which 
an individual orally gives a running commentary on what s/he is in¬ 
teracting with while addressing this oral commentary to no one. 
Limitations of the Study 
The primary limitation of this study is that it focuses on the 
experience of five children coming to literacy in one environment. 
The study's findings are highly specific and contextually and cul¬ 
turally dependent. It is hoped that this study will raise questions 
which will go beyond these specific cases. This research will con- 
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tribute to the body of research in the area of early literacy by 
providing a basis for comparison of how these five children in this 
setting began to absorb and synthesize the cultural complexities of 
literacy development with those of other communities. 
This study is not primarily intended to directly improve cur¬ 
rent teaching of reading practices. Nor will it suggest improve¬ 
ments in those aspects in reading or writing which are officially 
taught to children. Rather this study documents children in the 
process of becoming literate. 
The closeness of my view may make my interpretation of the 
collected data different from someone else’s. I am a parent re¬ 
searcher as well as a researcher parent. To insure that I did not 
become too partial or read too much into the culture, I made sure 
the methods for collecting and analyzing data were closely adhered 
to. My goal was to describe the perspective of the participants. 
Like John Gumperz, I believe "There is no ultimate truth; all we can 
do is to try to arrive at several legitimate interpretations of the 
truth and look at the processes by which they were derived" 
(Gumperz, J., 1981). 
The teachers made the selection of the individual children in¬ 
volved in the study. The criteria for selection of these five 
children were that they stay in the area for an extended period of 
time and that they come from English speaking homes. For these 
reasons many other children were excluded from participating in the 
study; however their interactions with the five children are noted. 
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Although there are differences in racial, ethnic and socioeconomic 
backgrounds, there is a striking similarity in educational back¬ 
grounds. Because I was looking for participants who would stay in 
the area, many parents who were undergraduate students were excluded 
from the study. In the five households under study there were two 
parents who had received Doctorate degrees and three parents 
presently pursuing doctorate degrees. Two parents hold master’s de¬ 
grees, two hold bachelor’s degrees and one parent was pursuing her 
bachelor's degree. Although there were many differences among the 
individual families, the group combined together presented a 
homogeneous perspective on literacy. 
CHAPTER II 
THE REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
Introduction 
What can we learn from studies on early literacy development? 
We can learn what children and adults do with print and how they do 
it in particular settings. A distinguishing feature of the research 
prior to the 1980’s on children and literacy development was its 
lack of rich descriptive studies which focused on the daily life ex¬ 
perience of individuals coming to literacy. This is surprising 
since the continual call has been to make better readers. One can¬ 
not effectively and successfully prepare better readers when one 
does not know enough about how children become readers. 
This chapter will be a review of studies on early literacy 
from two perspectives: (1) how we have viewed literacy, and (2) what 
has been considered the appropriate research methodology. This 
review is essentially a blended review of the two areas of research 
related to the present study. 
The evolution of the studies on early literacy can be compared 
to that of the swing of a pendulum on a clock. In the 1960’s the 
pendulum begins its initial sweep with those studies which assume 
that reading is a set of skills to be taught, and which assess it in 
controlled situations. This mode of research is limiting, for it 
gives the bits and pieces of what these particular researchers see 
as constituting literacy but does not give the whole picture of what 
literacy looks like. These studies are not particularly relevant to 
12 
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the present study but are cited to explain the gradual shift from 
this line of thinking to that of seeing literacy as a social process 
developing over time. Gradually the pendulum shifts downward to 
those studies which begin to look at literacy in more natural set¬ 
tings and focus on positive environmental factors associated with 
early literacy development. Many of these researchers suggest that 
environments act on the children in order for the children to 
achieve literacy. These studies are limiting also for again we do 
not get the whole picture of child and environment united. Literacy 
here is seen as a unidirectional phenomenon. 
By the late 1970’s and early 1980’s the pendulum begins to 
shift even more dramatically. Clay (1976) and Harste, Burke and 
Woodward (1984) contribute significantly to this shift by viewing 
not only environments but more importantly the children themselves 
as contributing to their own literacy. There is also a radical 
change in what is seen as constituting reading. These researchers 
alerted other researchers, especially the ethnographers, to the im¬ 
portant idea of literacy as a social process. Finally the pendulum 
does an upward sweep to the ethnographies. For the purposes of this 
study the ethnographies of the 1980's are the most relevant and thus 
are described in the greatest detail. This form of research has em¬ 
phasized that ways of coming to texts are socially organized and 
culturally specific as well as cross-culturally varied. It seems 
apparent that the ethnographies provide a richer source of data 
about literacy because they look at the entire picture of social 
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beings interacting in social institutions. 
This chapter is organized around how researchers have viewed 
reading in the past. First, those studies in which reading was 
treated as a set of skills to be taught will be reviewed. Second, 
those studies in which environmental factors were seen as contribut¬ 
ing to reading will be described. Third, those studies which began 
to treat reading as a learning process will be explained. Fourth, 
those studies in which reading and literacy were treated as a so- 
cially interactive process will be detailed. I will then summarize 
and finally discuss the present study. 
Reading as a Set of "Skills" to be Taught 
Many researchers had been isolating and testing children on 
particular skills according to predetermined factors (Goldstein, 
1976; Fox and Routh, 1976; Backman, 1983; Huba, 1984). Because 
these studies are not particularly relevant to the present study but 
are only important in order to understand how reading was viewed I 
shall detail only two of the studies. The remaining studies were 
similar in nature. For example Goldstein (1976) taught eleven four 
year olds how to read with Fuller’s Ball-Stick-Bird system (1974). 
Children received training in reading activities in ten sessions, 
one session per day for ten minutes. The children were asked to 
perform two tasks. The first was to remember pictures presented and 
order of presentation (short term memory function). The second was 
to break spoken words into phonemic or syllabic segments and guess 
the whole words from which a sequence of spoken word segments were 
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derived (metalinguistic functioning). Testing took place before and 
after the reading instruction. Goldstein’s research found a 
reciprocal relationship between reading instruction and metalinguis¬ 
tic functioning but not between reading instruction and short term 
memory functioning. Prereaders’ word analysis-synthesis skill was 
correlated with how well they learned to read and learning to read 
in turn, improved their word analysis-synthesis skill. Prereaders' 
sequential memory skill was not indicative of how well they learned 
to read, but learning to read improved their sequential memory 
skill. Goldstein finds that his measures were good predictors of 
reading success only among those children who received instruction 
in the Ball-Stick-Bird approach of Fuller (1974). One wonders if 
ten sessions of reading instruction at ten minutes each can have any 
sort of lasting effect on these children. The children did not 
practice reading on reading materials but on pictures and isolated 
words. In this study, Goldstein treated reading as a skill to be 
trained in. 
Another example of a study that also treated reading as an 
isolated set of skills to be taught is the Fox and Routh study 
(1976). Fox and Routh worked with forty four year old children. 
Half received phonic blending instruction while the other half 
received no instruction. They found phonic blend training valuable 
in helping children transfer letter-sound-skills to a word learning 
task providing the individual child had a certain minimum ability at 
segmentation. 
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In cases in which researchers treated reading as a set of 
skills to be taught or trained in, one might question whether these 
skills are a predictor of success in reading or are a result of 
training in reading. It seems that in these two studies the sub¬ 
jects were becoming skilled at abilities they were trained in. It 
also seems that we discover what happens in a specific training ap¬ 
proach and not what is going on in readers participating in the real 
world. Little was gained from these type of studies because the 
view of literacy learning that informed them was limited. 
Other studies assumed children were babies ready to be spoon 
fed certain skills to arrive at literacy (Cohan, 1961; Sutton, 1964; 
Brzeinski, 1964; Fowler, 1965; Soderbergh, 1971). For example, 
Mayme Cohan (1961) directly taught a two and a half year old to read 
words. For a twenty day period the child was taught requested words 
for a ten to fifteen minute period. Six weeks later the child knew 
the words on index cards but not on a chalkboard. Cohan concludes 
that in order to read, interest must be inherent within the child. 
One wonders if stilted teaching of requested words is enough to in¬ 
still continual interest in reading. 
Soderbergh (1971) also did deliberate teaching to a young 
female child. Soderbergh hypothesized that a child learned to read 
in the same way as s/he learned to talk. The female child was 
taught to read Swedish beginning at twenty eight months old while at 
home using the Doman (1964) method of reading. From twenty eight 
months old until the child was forty-two months old the child was 
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flashed words on flash cards beginning with words associated with 
home and family, and progressing until the child could read a book 
written with the words on the flash cards. By following the Doman 
method the child was able to read any book given to her at forty-two 
months old. She no longer needed to rely on flash cards. In this 
study the child's reading environment was rigidly controlled, to the 
point of being sterile. Soderbergh suggests that this was a natural 
and easy way for the child to learn to read. This researcher finds 
it anything but natural. Flashing isolated flash cards seem to me 
not a "natural" activity since the activity has no function other 
than the learning of written words. Nor does it appear to keep lan¬ 
guage whole and meaningful. Soderbergh's hypothesis was not con¬ 
firmed, for although the child may have been processing oral lan¬ 
guage naturally, the same could not be said for her instructional 
experiences with written language. 
All of these researchers deliberately set up sessions to train 
the child for reading. They administered small sets of measures 
over very brief time periods, e.g. from ages 6.0 to 6.2 One gets a 
very limited vision of the total picture. These studies fail to 
describe the rich complexities of a child's everyday life. They 
fail to provide us with the information on the wholeness of the 
reading process. It seems these researchers think of reading as 
consisting of a bundle of skills. These studies appear limited and 
fragmented. All have little consideration for the processes in¬ 
volved in the development of successful reading. 
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Environmental Factors Associated with Literacy 
Other researchers examined the positive environmental factors 
associated with early literacy development (Durkin, 1964,66; Plessas 
and Oakes, 1964; Torrey, 1969; Clark, 1976; the Mannings, 1984). In 
1931, Morphett and Washburne, based on a study involving 141 
children in one school, concluded that children should not be taught 
to read until they have reached the mental age of six years and six 
months. This view dominated for thirty years until Dolores Durkin 
began her first grade studies in Oakland California in 1958 and in 
New York in 1961. In both studies Durkin defined early readers as 
those who could identify at least eighteen words from a list of 
thirty seven, achieved a score of at least 1.0 on a standardized 
reading test, and who had not had any formal instruction in reading 
prior to entering first grade. Durkin conducted extensive family 
interviews. Durkin's study, as well as similar studies, treated 
reading as a skill to be taught (Plessas and Oakes, 1964; Clark, 
1976). However, she was instrumental in dispelling the myth that 
reading could not begin until age 6.5, as well as the point that 
reading could only be taught by a trained individual. She was the 
first researcher to suggest that environments contributed to the 
child's reading development. Durkin suggested that parents and sib¬ 
lings of early readers play an important role in the early reader's 
reading development. Durkin also suggested that it was the home en¬ 
vironment rather than the characteristics of the particular children 
that was causative in early reading behavior. 
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All of the environmental studies suggest similar findings, 
most of these studies cite the child being read to at home as a 
primary factor influencing literacy. Many home environments in 
these studies were filled with books and writing materials which 
were easily accessible. An important factor was that the parents 
modeled reading and were frequent if not avid readers. Another 
positive environmental factor was that adults answered the 
children's questions and treated the children as if they were 
readers and writers. Although these studies still seemed to think 
of reading as a set of skills to be taught, they began to look out¬ 
side the controlled experiments and see children over time. These 
researchers suggest that environments act on children to develop 
literacy. These studies are limiting also, for we do not get the 
entire picture of children and their environments interacting. 
Reading as a Learning Process 
Clay (1976) and Harste, Woodward and Burke (1984) were in¬ 
strumental in changing the view of reading as seen as a set of 
skills to be taught to the view of reading as a learning process. 
They investigated behavioral factors within the child 
himself/herself that influenced literacy (Clay, 1976; Harste, Wood¬ 
ward and Burke, 1984). Repeatedly we see the child’s own curiosity 
as a significant factor influencing literacy (Torrey, 1969; Bissex, 
1980; Crago and Crago, 1983; Taylor, 1983; Harste, et al, 198-0. 
Most children were "book hungry" and "pen and pencil" children. 
Most were inquisitive about print; they were naturally curious. It 
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seems that the child asked the right questions of his/her environ¬ 
ment and received the answers from a variety of sources. Repeatedly 
the research suggests that these children saw themselves as readers 
and writers. They were risk-takers who became active participants 
in the meaning-making process. Children learned about print through 
the activities they explored which were socially significant. Print 
was immediately relevant for the children. Interest was inherent in 
the child; the child himself/herself chose to act on his/her en¬ 
vironment. 
Several researchers established that learning to read extends 
way into the preschool years (Clay, 1976; Mason and McCormick, 1981; 
Harste, et al, 1984). Literacy came to be seen as a process that 
developed over time, not a skill to be taught. Reading does not 
begin with word identification skills but it begins with children 
acquiring a repertoire of knowledge about print before any formal 
instruction in reading. 
Another radical change was what was thought to constitute 
reading (Clay, 1976; Harste, et al, 1984). Clay saw gross ap¬ 
proximations as emergent reading behavior. Harste, et al were the 
first to see unconventional responses as reading; they thought them 
to be part of the process of literacy. One of the most significant 
findings in the Harste et al study, for the purposes of this study, 
was that reading and writing develop according to the belief systems 
and practices of adults and other children who surround the young 
Harste, et al, further concluded that written language children. 
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learning is a social event and that language decisions which 
children make are organized and are sociologically and contextually 
rooted. 
The research literature on literacy as a process was a 
dramatic departure from previous literature reviewed. The child was 
seen not as a tabula rasa, a blank slate, on which to inscribe un¬ 
connected skills to arrive at reading but as an active participant 
in a continuous process, a social process. The studies also took 
reading beyond mere preparation for breaking the code. These 
studies alerted other researchers to the important idea of literacy 
as a social process. 
Literacy as a Socially Interactive Process 
The most recent literature on early literacy development 
recognizes that literacy learning is culturally-specific and cross- 
culturally varied. A number of anthropologists and educators have 
examined situations that introduce children to literacy in various 
social groups. This research is particularly relevant to the 
present study. These researchers identify and analyze ways in which 
children are socialized into literacy. The theoretical base for 
this type of research is rooted in anthropology, with an 
ethnographer’s view that meaning is socially and culturally em¬ 
bedded. This perspective allows the researcher to identify the 
literacy events and contexts that are significant to a particular 
culture. The ethnographer must come to look at and understand a 
culture as the culture understands itself. 
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How children are socialized into literacy has been addressed 
in several studies of children’s early literacy patterns. Heath 
(1983a) has raised the question of the possible differences in 
literacy opportunities at home and at school. Heath’s eight year 
study investigated the use of language and literacy in three com¬ 
munities in the Piedmont section of the Carolinas. She recorded the 
natural flow of community and classroom life. Unlike the children 
from the middle-class townspeople, the children in the Roadville and 
Trackton communities, both working class communities, had difficulty 
in school. Heath suggests that this failure was due in part to the 
fact that these children possessed language strategies that were in¬ 
consistent with those needed for school-oriented mainstream success. 
The children in the Black Trackton community traveled freely 
in the neighborhood without apparent rules or restrictions. The 
major features characteristic of learning to talk in Trackton were 
"flexibility and adaptability." "Children learnfed] to shift roles, 
to adapt their language, and to interpret different meaning[s] of 
language according to varying situations" (p.lll). In talking and 
in stories the more embellishment the better. Children were not 
read to, asked to label objects in books, intentionally taught to 
read, or given decontextualized literacy tasks. 
The White Roadville children were kept close to home, and 
structure and order were stressed. Storytelling and talk were 
truthful and consistent; embellishment was frowned upon. Children 
were talked to, read to, children's language was extended, they were 
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asked to label objects in picture books, asked "what" questions from 
books and encouraged to play with educational toys. Up to the age 
of three, book readings were socially-interactive; after this they 
became passive "listen and learn and repeat" periods. Children were 
passive listeners and retold stories on a verbatim basis. 
The middle-class townspeople prepared for school like the 
Roadville children. Children were read to, taught to label, and en¬ 
couraged to play with educational toys. Unlike the other two com¬ 
munities, townspeople assumed that what happened at school and home 
were linked. Roadville and Trackton adults did not help their 
children use book meanings to make sense of their worlds. Heath 
suggests that the two communities did not link ways of taking mean¬ 
ing from books to ways of relating that meaning to other aspects of 
their worlds. All the children began school with a highly complex 
communicative system. However, the communication systems of the two 
working class communities did not prepare their children to learn to 
read and write in ways that prepared them for school success. 
Taylor (1983) studied how 6 families socialized their children 
to literacy. These suburban families within 50 miles of New York 
City participated in the three year ethnography. Each family had 
one child who was considered by his/her parents to be successfully 
learning to read and write. Coming to literacy was viewed as a so¬ 
cial process in which the children's reading and writing experiences 
were mediated by the individual members of the families. This view 
was also shared by Heath (1983a), Bissex (1980), and Crago and Crago 
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(1983). A significant factor in shaping the literacy experiences of 
the children in the home was the individual biographies of the 
parents and their educative styles. The children in the study were 
surrounded by the print of their parents and their siblings. Writ¬ 
ing by both parents and children played an important role in many 
tasks at home: to negotiate club entry, to leave notes, to assign 
chores and as a solitary pursuit. Print was embedded in the 
children s social practices. Nightly reading was an interactive 
process. This interactive process was also noted by Ninio and 
Bruner (1978), and Cochran-Smith (1984). Literacy was viewed "as a 
filter through which the social organization of the everyday lives 
of the families is accomplished. The children, as integral members 
of the social organization, use print as one medium through which 
they can master their surrounding" (p.26). The data suggest "that 
children learn of the multiplicity of literate activities as they 
learn different social practices" (p.54). Like many of the previous 
studies literacy here was "a part of the very fabric of family life" 
(p.87). Taylor suggests, like Heath (1983a) and Harste, et al 
(1984), that the pedagogical practices in our schools with their 
undue emphasis on didactic encounters might "undermine the oppor¬ 
tunity for reading and writing to become socially significant in the 
lives of both adults and children, and therefore an integral facet 
of family life" (p.88). All argue that we must find a way to bridge 
the gap between home and school so that reading and writing in one 
are reading and writing in the other. 
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Gourley, Benedict, Gundersheim, and McClellan (1983) conducted 
an ethnographic study of literacy development in a kindergarten 
classroom. The study was conducted in a New England University town 
and focused on 18 racially and ethnically diverse middle class 
children. A print filled environment predominated with children en¬ 
couraged to have meaningful interactions with print. The children 
not only saw themselves as readers and writers but were treated as 
readers and writers. For all, as in Taylor’s study, reading and 
writing was a social process and peer interaction was significant. 
Gourley et al suggest that each child ’’brought their percep¬ 
tions of themselves and their interactions with the world into the 
classroom, and those perceptions shaped their development of 
strategies and competence with written language” (pp.50 & 51). The 
child's self-perception and motivation interact in developing 
strategies and competencies in reading and writing. 
This research was extended for an additional two years. The 
recurring theme that Solsken (formerly Gourley) continues to find is 
that the children are "authors of their own learning" (Solsken, 
1985, p.498). 
Cochran-Smith (1984) looked at a nursery school community and 
the ways the adults socialized their children into particular pat¬ 
terns of literacy. This ethnographer observed adults and children 
over a period of eighteen months in a private, cooperative preschool 
in a residential section of Philadelphia. The focus was on children 
aged 3 to 5 years observed for approximately 300 hours. Children 
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were constantly exposed to and involved in literacy events as part 
of a daily routine social interaction with adults. Cochran-Smith 
looked at both contextualized and decontextualized print. Contex¬ 
tualized print derived its meaning from some of its context by which 
it occurred as in street signs and labels. Decontextualized print 
was written language that had meaning which was independent of its 
environmental context in which it appeared. The major experience 
with the decontextualized print was the group storyreading or 
rugtime and consisted of a "joint sense-building process for the 
children (p.16). Storyreading events were social interactions with 
both the child listeners and the adult reader actively participating 
as well as a joint collaboration in negotiating the meaning of the 
text. Participation at "rugtime" was mandatory. This storyreading 
was supported and surrounded by a wide variety of "off-the-rug" ac¬ 
tivities in which literacy events were embedded and in which dif¬ 
ferent uses of reading and writing were integral. "Rugtirae" was 
also supported and surrounded by the belief system of the adult com¬ 
munity and the organization of the nursery school environment. 
Through formal and informal interviews Cochran-Smith found 
that without exception the children were regularly read to at home, 
some from 3 to 6 months old, and for about half of the families bed¬ 
time reading was a steadfast ritual. Reading was frequent 
throughout the day; it was a way for parents to interact with their 
children. "Reading to their children and encouraging them to par¬ 
ticipate in book related activities were for these families routine 
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parts of parenting young children" (p.54). These families envi¬ 
sioned bookreading and eventual literacy as "givens" of childrearing 
(Bissex, 1980; Cragos, 1983; Taylor, 1984). Nursery school parents 
believed that early reading experiences were of central importance 
in learning the habit of reading and the desire to read. Most 
parents were regular, if not avid readers. 
One important feature of the literacy orientation of this com¬ 
munity was the prominence of books and printed materials in the 
lives of the young children and adults. Another significant charac¬ 
teristic was the variety and number of contexts in which books were 
used: entertainment, problem solving, sources of knowledge, and 
relaxation. The community viewed bookreading as an appropriate so¬ 
cial interactive activity as well as a solitary activity. 
The children in the nursery school were actively involved in 
experimenting with and using print for their own social purposes and 
in this way sorted out the rules for using and interpreting print in 
various situations. Adults acted as "intermediaries" for children s 
use of print. Initially the adult produced and comprehended all the 
print for the children and acted as if the children used the print 
themselves. Taylor's (1983) parents also spoke of and saw their 
children as readers, when in the traditional sense they were non¬ 
readers. Gradually children took over the controls for these func¬ 
tions. Cochran-Smith suggests that prerequisites to literacy may be 
that children know a great deal about the contexts and purposes of 
print use, know strategies for interpreting print in various con- 
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texts, and understand the relationship between oral and printed lan¬ 
guage. She broadens the definition of reading beyond preparation 
for breaking the code. She further suggests that even with all this 
knowledge, "It may be that an important part of what preschool 
children who have had group reading experiences bring to their 
school reading groups is a knowledge of the nonverbal behavior that 
many teachers expect to accompany reading" (p.124). Nonverbal be¬ 
haviors (sitting up properly, looking at reading materials, listen¬ 
ing to teachers, associating words and pictures, and concentrating 
on the task at hand rather than outside factors in the environment) 
have no direct link to making sense of and using written language. 
Heath's children failed because they had not developed the language 
strategies necessary for mainstream success. These children have 
the language strategies and they also possess the correct nonverbal 
behavior for mainstream success. Unlike the working class com¬ 
munities Heath studied, there is in the Philadelphia community a 
striking consistency between home and nursery-school ways of using 
books. Nursery school experiences extend, enrich, and complement 
the home literacy experiences. Also unlike Heath's communities, 
these adults, through storyreading, instructed the preschoolers in 
how to use their knowledge to make sense of their environments. 
Cochran-Smith suggests that adults may very well be the keys to 
literacy, "These preschoolers were not so much surrounded with print 
as they were surrounded by people who chose to use print because it 
was effective in many aspects of their everyday lives" (p.93). 
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Summary 
In a review of the literature of early readers one finds many 
factors associated with their environments. One that we find 
repeatedly throughout the review is the important role of the parent 
or other literate adults and peers in the early readers' literacy 
development. Most studies cite the child being read to at home as a 
primary factor influencing literacy. Many environments were filled 
with books and writing materials which were easily accessible. More 
early readers had parents who modeled reading and were frequent if 
not avid readers. Some early readers were frequently taken to the 
library. All parents answered the child's questions. Adults saw 
and treated the children as readers and writers. Children came to 
literacy through a variety of printed materials: books, notes, en¬ 
vironmental print, their own writing and television. 
A review of the literature on early readers seems to indicate 
that children asked the right questions of their environment and 
received the answers from a variety of sources. Repeatedly the re¬ 
search suggests that these children saw themselves as readers and 
writers. They were risk-takers who became active participants in 
the meaning making process. Children learned about print through 
the activities they explored which were socially significant. Print 
was immediately relevant for the children. Interest was inherent in 
the child; the child himself/herself chose to act on his/her en- 
vironment. 
In the most recent studies one sees a striking consistency be- 
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tween home and school ways of using books, language and print. For 
some successful learners school experience extended and complemented 
the home literacy experience. Several researchers argue that the 
undue emphasis on didactic encounters with print might undermine the 
opportunities for reading and writing becoming socially significant 
in the lives of adults and children. They further argue that we 
must find a way to bridge the gap between ways in school and home so 
that reading and writing in one is reading and writing in another. 
The research seems to suggest that the primary factor is that 
children initiated the learning on their own with the direct or in¬ 
direct help of an adult or significant other and this learning was 
immediately relevant to the child's own social interactions. In 
many of the studies it seems that the patterns of literacy are 
steeped consciously and unconsciously in the belief systems of the 
adult communities. The review of the literature suggests that 
adults or significant others indirectly socialize children to 
literacy. This by no means suggests that this socialization process 
is a unidirectional process. The most recent research implies that 
adults, based on their own belief and value systems concerning 
literacy, create stimulating environments where the children act on 
their own literacy. As Bissex (1980) points out the child must act 
on his/her environment. This socialization process must be bi¬ 
directional. The literature implies that literacy was an integral 
part of the lives of the children and that print was deeply embedded 
in their natural lives. Adults socialized their children to 
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literacy, although some were unaware of it. The review of the 
literature suggests that environments which facilitate children's 
contact with printed materials make learning to read a socially sig- 
experience. Repeatedly the studies of early readers sug¬ 
gest that a positive environment for learning to read is one in 
which a significant other (adult or child) in the child's life, 
responds to the child's own attempts to make sense out of written 
language and that this written language is socially significant. 
The reading and writing experience is deeply embedded in the events 
of everyday life. 
The Present Study 
In order to further our knowledge of how children come to 
literacy I focused on reconstructing the world of five (5) children 
coming to literacy. Of keen interest was how these children acted 
on their environments to gain literacy and how the adults and peers 
they came into contact with indirectly socialized them to print. 
This study is unique for it focuses on five children in the same 
cultural context over an extended period of time. 
Until the 1980's few research studies approached literacy 
learning as a social process. However recent studies (Heath, 1983; 
Taylor, 1983; Gourley, et al, 1983; and Cochran-Smith, 1984) provide 
the framework for this approach. This research which posits ways of 
coming to literacy as a socially interactive process is significant 
to this literature review in several respects. First, the children 
are viewed as active participants in their own learning. They are 
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not considered empty vessels into which we pour knowledge. Second, 
children are seen as social beings, who live and learn in social in¬ 
stitutions. Third, this socialization to literacy is a complex 
process occurring over a long period of time which extends into the 
preschool years. Fourth, an adults' or peers' ideology, their so¬ 
cial and historical development may affect a child's road to 
literacy. 
As this study s purpose requires in-depth description, the 
methodology of ethnography was the most appropriate. An eth¬ 
nographic eye, with its rich description and sensitivity was what 
was needed. McDermott states that "experimental procedures create 
constraints independent of the involvement and concerns of the 
people under analysis, and they rob them of many of the normally 
available resources for organizing their own behaviors" (McDermott, 
1982, p.234). Quantitative analysis appears to be an inadequate 
procedure for finding out about specific children who develop in so¬ 
cial institutions and live, interact, and think in everyday worlds. 
It seems that researchers need to know what is beyond the carefully 
planned and well-controlled experiment. We must move away from the 
rigid and narrow focus of quantitative research and move towards 
taking children seriously. 
Until very recently most researchers focused on children al¬ 
ready reading and reflected to their past. This study seeks to 
answer how one comes to literacy by an in-depth ethnography begin¬ 
ning with very young children and following how these children be- 
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come literate. To facilitate our knowledge of how children come to 
literacy, we need to know more of the ways that young children over 
time and from various social settings progress from initial to con¬ 
tinual osmosis of the particular influences in their environment. 
We must seek the answer to the question: how do children negotiate 
their literate learning environments? Children can speak wisely for 
themselves. It is imperative to explore the ideas that flow freely 
from their own beings, ideas that flow before the child is committed 
to the thinking and its burden of rigid consistency required by the 
adult world (Paley, 1984). The stories of the children are all im¬ 
portant. Through the children's stories we may come to understand 
how they negotiate their own literate learning environments. 
CHAPTER III 
THE RESEARCH DESTHN 
This ethnographic study documents the process wherein five 
children were coming to literacy in one particular social group. I 
am a parent researcher as well as a researcher parent. I spent 
three and a half years in a day care center documenting five par¬ 
ticular children coming to literacy, aged nineteen months to sixty 
months and how the peers and adults who came into contact with them 
affected this socialization process. 
The focus of the study was to document: 
1. What type of ideological perspective 
each of the participant’s parents and 
the classroom teachers utilized to 
define his/her reality. How these 
perspectives connected to material 
and activity selections. 
2. What the world was like for the child 
coming to literacy. How the children 
came to literacy. How the children 
negotiated their literate environ¬ 
ments. 
3. How adults and significant others 
directly and indirectly socialized 
children to literacy. Whether read¬ 
ing to the child, modeling reading, 
treating the child as a reader/writer 
and having reading and writing 
material easily accessible affected 
literacy learning. 
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The Participants 
Primary Participants 
Five young children in a Northeast University Child Care Cen¬ 
ter participated in this study. All participants came from homes 
where English was the primary language. Throughout the study ages 
of the children ranged from approximately 19 months to 60 months. 
Parents of the participants were approached in person first and then 
in a written letter. The actual identities of all people and places 
in this study, except myself and my family, remain anonymous in all 
written and oral material. 
The research plans were discussed with the Head Teacher and 
her assistants. All were supportive and enthusiastic and agreed to 
select the participants. The criteria for participation were that 
all children be approximately 18 to 24 months old at the conception 
of the study, come from English speaking homes, and have the poten¬ 
tial for staying in the general locality for an extended period of 
time. There was a balance of male and female subjects. 
The classroom teacher was also a primary participant in this 
study. She had been approached in person first to ascertain her 
willingness to participate in the research and then contacted in 
writing. She was interviewed four times formally and frequently in¬ 
formally throughout the study. Participation in this study was 
voluntary. 
36 
Auxiliary Participants: Other Children and Assistant Teachers. 
I also took field notes on the other children in the class. 
Auxiliary participants helped me to double check my understanding of 
what took place in the classroom and in the children themselves. 
They also provided reliability checks. All Assistant Teachers and 
parents of auxiliary children received a careful explanation of what 
was being sought and why this information was being collected in or¬ 
der to insure the auxiliary participant’s full participation. As¬ 
sistant Teachers were interviewed once formally and frequently in¬ 
formally during this study. Parents of auxiliary children par¬ 
ticipants were interviewed informally as the researcher had ques¬ 
tions. 
Significant Others: Background Information 
The parents of the children who were primary participants were 
formally interviewed once at the end of the study and interviewed 
informally frequently during the study. The Director of the Day 
Care Center was interviewed once formally at the end of the study 
and informally as necessary. 
Data Gathering Procedures 
Seven primary procedures were utilized to gather the study’s 
data. They were: participant observation, in-depth interviewing, 
informal casual interviewing, informal casual conversations, child 
interviews with informal instruments, videotaping and audiotaping in 
the classroom and the use of primary documents, such as children's 
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writing samples, dictated stories and class experience stories. 
Each procedure was guided and informed by the research questions. 
In this section each procedure will be described. 
Participant Observation 
The primary method of data collection throughout this study 
was participant observation of the children in their classroom. 
LeCorapti and Geertz (1982) suggest that "because ethnographic data 
depends upon the social relationship of researcher and subjects, re¬ 
search reports must clearly identify the researcher's role and 
status within groups investigated." I am a parent to one of the 
children in the study and an active participant in the cultural life 
of the day care center. I thus had a dual role as both participant 
and observer; I was at one and the same time insider/outsider but 
neither one entirely. My stance was one of "moderate participation" 
(Spradley, 1980). A balance was maintained between the 
insider/outsider role, the participant and the observer. The goal 
was to see and understand the culture of the day care center as its 
members saw and understood it. 
The Day Care Setting. The classroom was originally observed 
two full days a week for two weeks to see when and what type of 
literacy interactions children experienced during the day. Group 
circle time was observed three times a week. Because of my unique 
role I was able to do longitudinal observations of a broad range of 
activities in the day care center. 
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Recording Observations. I attempted to make a verbatim record 
of what the children and teachers said, noting any restating or sum¬ 
marizing of the participant's words. Observable behavior was 
described. I noted date, time, setting, materials, activity, seat¬ 
ing arrangements, nonverbal behavior of participants, the comings 
and goings of the participants from the activity, attending be¬ 
haviors, non-listening behaviors, whether all participants were 
present for an activity, as well as my role in each observation. 
These dimensions were included in observations and used as a framing 
device for note taking. 
In-Depth Interviews 
I formally interviewed the parents of the participants once at 
the end of the study. Every attempt was made to interview both 
parents together in their homes. In all cases, except the Brown 
family, both parents were interviewed. These interviews served two 
functions. First, they established parental backgrounds. Prior 
life and learning experiences of the parents affected the children's 
present literacy behaviors and experiences. Second, these inter¬ 
views provided me with a broader understanding of the child's ex¬ 
periences outside of the classroom as well as preschool experiences. 
I was able to learn about many of the literacy experiences 
throughout the child's life, not just those I saw at the research 
site. 
The primary teacher was interviewed four times during the 
study. One interview teased out her prior literacy experiences and 
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her beliefs concerning literacy which affected her present be¬ 
haviors, actions and thoughts. The other three interviews broadened 
the researcher’s knowledge of events which occurred when I was not 
present. 
The Assistant Teachers were interviewed once at the end of the 
study. Their interviews also teased out their prior literacy ex¬ 
periences and beliefs concerning literacy. 
The Director of the Day Care Center was interviewed formally 
once at the end of the study. This interview served to establish 
the background of the Day Care Center as well as the Director's 
beliefs about literacy and his prior literacy experiences. 
The Use of In-depth Interviews. These in-depth interviews 
supplemented the observations in a number of ways. First, ethnog¬ 
raphy must go beyond the limited spaces of our classrooms and the 
in-depth interviews enabled me to do that. Cazden (1982) points 
out that we must reflect back and see the Present as a point in 
historical change. Lutz (1981) and Heath (1982a) suggest that 
real understanding of schooling requires a look at the broader 
cultural and community context in which schools are constituted 
and where they exist. Heath (1982a) further suggests that in eth¬ 
nographic research the researcher should relate the origins and 
history of the particular group under study through time. She 
suggests that the researcher "must consider the social past as 
well as the social present" (Heath, 1982a). In order to fully un¬ 
derstand the culture at the Green Acres Day Care Center I 
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had to come to understand the conditions that defined and reinforced 
the character of the individual parents, teachers, classrooms, 
school and individual participants. Lutz suggests that, "The nar¬ 
rower the focus of a study of the schooling process, the more likely 
important, perhaps necessary variables are to be unseen and unac¬ 
counted for" (Lutz, 1981). To understand the culture of the day 
care center, the center had to be viewed in the broader context in 
which the system and individual centers were constituted, advisory 
boards formed, directors hired and fired, labor unions begun, and 
e^-se which may have influenced school policies and programs. To 
accomplish this, I began by viewing the historical past of the 
school as well as that of the individuals involved in the study. 
The participants as well as their context are explained in relation 
to their historical development. A critical theoretical assumption 
guiding this study was that the participants internalized historical 
forces which consequently shaped their activities and intentions. 
All participants were influenced by their past experiences. It is 
assumed that people’s actions "... cannot be understood apart from 
their biographies and the histories of the groups with whom they 
identify, which live on in their consciousness; or apart from the 
time and place in which they act" (Berlack and Berlack, 1981). 
Second, in-depth interviews aided me in creating ideological 
maps for each participant. Bernier suggests that, "Ethnographers 
cannot luxuriate in the myth that the subjects they observe are am¬ 
nesiacs solely defined by present transactions" (Bernier, 1981). He 
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suggests that the researcher create ideological maps for the sub¬ 
jects observed. These ideological maps are rooted in the past, em¬ 
bedded in the history of the individual subject's social group which 
reflect his/her unique biography. Bernier further indicates that 
spontaneity and creativity occur within a person's ideological frame 
of reference. The participants utilize these ideological maps to 
define their own reality. By creating ideological maps I estab¬ 
lished and analyzed the belief systems of the participants in rela- 
tion to their social and historical development. 
Third, parts of the text from the interviews were used to il¬ 
lustrate possible reasons behind observed behavior. Fourth, the in¬ 
terviews broadened my knowledge of literacy experiences when I was 
not at the research site as well as when the children were not at 
the research site. 
Informal Casual Interviewing 
I conducted informal interviews with all primary participants, 
auxiliary participants and significant others in order to clarify 
observations and behaviors and to clarify statements from the 
children. These served as double checks for me and deepened my un¬ 
derstanding of the observations, literacy events, and the children 
themselves. It also allowed me to understand the reasons why 
children exhibited certain observed behaviors. Informal interviews 
allowed for my perceptions and judgment to be double-checked. Notes 
were not taken during the informal interviews but jotted down im¬ 
mediately following the interview. 
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Informal Casual Conversations 
Because of my dual role as parent and researcher I had access 
to a broad range of activities. Parents had the habit of sharing 
experiences with me while they walked up the driveway to deliver 
their respective children, or at board meetings, parent meetings, or 
at swimming and dancing lessons. Notes of these conversations were 
written down in a log immediately after the conversation. Again, 
these conversations served to deepen ray understanding of the 
children's behaviors. 
Child Interviews with Informal Instruments 
Children were administered the Yetta Goodman/B. Smith Pre¬ 
schoolers Book Handling Knowledge "test" periodically throughout the 
study. Through informal interactions with a child in a story read¬ 
ing situation I was able to discover the child's concepts about 
books and print. These interactions were audiotaped. These results 
were compared throughout the study to document each child's growing 
knowledge of literacy. 
Another informal instrument was to have the children sign-in 
each day in order to trace written language growth and development. 
The teacher was provided with sign-in sheets so that the children 
could write their names on a clean page each day. 
Audiotaping and Videotaping 
Verbal interactions related to some storyreading events were 
audiotaped. Sometimes the noise level in the center was so high 
that the use of a cassette recorder was not successful. 
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Videotaping occurred two mornings a week for a period of two 
months at the end of the study. Videotaped data served to double¬ 
check ray perceptions and judgments. Videotaping allowed me to go 
through the data on a number of occasions to analyze and to look for 
patterns. 
The Use of Primary Documents 
Parents and teachers were asked to collect a variety of writ¬ 
ing samples of the children. The teacher collected dictated ex¬ 
perience stories composed by the class, books made by the class as 
well as by individual children, and classroom writing samples by in¬ 
dividual children. The collection of writing samples further docu¬ 
mented the children's growing literacy. The selection of children's 
home writing samples was dictated by what the parents chose to keep. 
Some parents only considered conventional print as adequate writing 
samples. Therefore some of the initial writing attempts were seen 
only when attempted in the classroom. 
Data Analysis 
Data were analyzed in order to remove the ethnography from 
mere description. Because this was a participant observation study, 
data were continually analyzed. The research questions guided both 
the preliminary and secondary analysis throughout the study. 
The preliminary analysis occurred continually throughout the 
study. Field notes were refined and detailed immediately following 
an observation period. The research questions focused and informed 
all collection and analysis of data. I collected data and con- 
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tinually sorted, wove, and searched for patterns of behavior. 
The preliminary analysis consisted of four types of field 
notes. First, descriptive field notes were recorded on site and im¬ 
mediately refined off site. Second, I kept a notebook to jot down 
casual parent, teacher and child conversations, as well as my im¬ 
pressions, descriptive theories, interpretations, insights and 
generalizations. Third, I kept a personal journal on the literacy 
interactions and activities of my own child participant's ex¬ 
periences. Fourth, I kept my own personal journal in order to 
reflect on personal issues raised throughout the study. I kept the 
journal to insure that I would not be too partial or read too much 
into the culture. The goal was to describe the perspectives of the 
participants. The journal helped me to compensate for any par¬ 
tiality and allow for it in the interpretation. 
Several organizing strategies were employed to organize, order 
and guide the field notes, interviews, the devising of informal in¬ 
struments, audiotaping and videotaping, and the collection of 
primary documents. First, I systematically searched for patterns of 
behavior common to particular children and adults that explained 
their perspective on the meaning of literacy in this setting. After 
each data collection session, data were coded according to the iden¬ 
tified patterns. I also identified those patterns which con¬ 
tradicted the identified categories. Second, common and uncommon 
patterns among the five children and adults were identified. By 
cross-checking common patterns with other children and adults, I in- 
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sured internal validity. Third, patterns common to the primary par¬ 
ticipants were cross-checked with the auxiliary children par¬ 
ticipants. This strategy aided external construct validity. 
Fourth, the classroom teacher, as well as a parent of a participant, 
rechecked my conclusions. This promoted reliability and validity of 
my analysis. These organizing strategies refined the focus of the 
observations, interviews, the devising of informal instruments, 
audiotaping and videotaping, and the collection of primary documents 
during the study. 
The second stage of analysis occurred when fieldwork was com¬ 
pleted. The research questions guided and informed this analysis. 
Here, all coded categories were analyzed and illustrated by ex¬ 
amples. Contradictory categories were also illustrated by examples. 
Patterns were contrasted and compared in order to document children 
in the process of becoming literate. By examining the patterns I 
was able to see the children's emerging and developing literacy in 
everyday situations. 
Individual biographies of the parents and the classroom 
teachers, including their educative styles, were constructed and 
analyzed to see if they were a significant factor in shaping the 
literacy experiences of the children. Research question one served 
as a guideline for these biographies. 
The final analysis described each participant's role in the 
literacy-learning process. Research questions two and three served 
as guidelines for this final analysis. This analysis described com- 
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mon and uncommon themes from the participant’s perspectives of the 
meaning of literacy in this cultural setting. The final analysis 
systematically grouped data according to three general categories 
and arrived at conclusions by explaining some of the dimensions in 
which early literacy learning was both similar and different for the 
five children in this cultural setting. 
Presentation of the Data 
The presentation of the data consists of two interrelated 
chapters. The fourth chapter describes the background of the re¬ 
searcher, the parents, the day care center, the director and the 
teachers. This chapter approaches the problem of beginning literacy 
socialization through an historical perspective. First, the role, 
entrance and the influence of the ethnographer are discussed. 
Second, the parents’ interviews are described. Third, the estab¬ 
lishment of the day care center is discussed and then the director’s 
and the teachers’ circumstances are described. All biographies are 
discussed in so far as they influence the process of how the five 
children under study acquire literacy. I provide evidence that the 
adult participants have internalized historical forces which con¬ 
sequently shape their activities and intentions. This chapter 
answers research question number one. 
Chapter five consists of ’’thick description" of each child’s 
experience coming to literacy. Each narration is an integration of 
the field notes, interviews, casual conversations, audiotaping and 
videotaping, results of informal instruments and collection of 
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primary documents collected during the fieldwork. This chapter 
answers research questions two and three. 
Chapter six concludes with a final summary and discussions of 
educational implications for teachers and researchers. 
CHAPTER IV 
THE CONTEXT OF THE TAI.F. 
This chapter will approach beginning literacy socialization 
from an historical perspective. First, the role, entrance and in¬ 
fluence of the ethnographer will be discussed. The personality and 
background of the ethnographer are critical since it is this per¬ 
sonality and background that will serve as the initial framework in 
which the study group is assessed. An additional factor in this 
study is that I am a parent member of the culture under study. 
Second, the parents' interviews will be described. Third, the es¬ 
tablishment of the day care center will be described and then the 
director's, and the teachers' interviews will be described. These 
interviews will be discussed in so far as they reveal the parents' 
and teachers' literacy related values, beliefs, and attitudes as 
reported in oral interviews and influence the process of how these 
five children under study become literate. Fourth, emerging themes 
and patterns will be discussed. Research has argued that literacy 
development is a social process. I believe this social process in¬ 
corporates adult belief systems and their interplay with the child's 
literacy development. This socialization process towards literacy 
must take into account the interplay among adult biographies, the 
verbal and physical environment, and the value system of the adult 
community. In the process of children's literacy development, 
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children both shape themselves and are shaped by others. By examin¬ 
ing the past experiences of the adults some key issues concerning 
literacy development will be detailed. The concept of ideology 
serves as a theoretical category through which this study's data 
will be analyzed. I believe that the adult participants have inter¬ 
nalized historical forces which consequently shape their intentions 
and activities. Aspects of the process of how children become 
literate may be revealed through this approach 
Entrance and the Ethnographer's Role 
I was the parent ethnographer for a period of three and a half 
years at the Green Acres Day Care Center. Conducting ethnographic 
research in a day care setting is no easy matter, especially when 
one of the children happens to be yours. I chose to do ethnographic 
research because I felt it would allow me to focus on the whole pic¬ 
ture of how children negotiate their literate learning environments. 
I also chose to do an ethnography because it is a method of research 
which has an inherent sensitivity to the people under study. 
It was fairly easy for me to get past the gatekeepers of the 
day care center since first and foremost I was a parent. 
Gatekeepers are those people who control one's entrance into an en¬ 
vironment. The first year of the study was also the first year this 
group of ten toddlers had entered a day care setting. The beginning 
weeks of school were characterized by much confusion, trauma, and 
crying over separations. Before I had put on the garb of re¬ 
searcher, every morning I stayed until my son was comfortable in his 
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new setting and thus frequently did my share of comforting and calm¬ 
ing other toddlers. I was strictly acting in the role of mother not 
researcher at this time. Often I helped with breakfast and then 
would depart. Gradually as I spent more time in the center and took 
in more information I began to think this would be an excellent cul- 
ture for research. 
In a meeting with both teachers I discussed my research plans 
and outlined my general interest in literacy development. I dis¬ 
cussed my methodological plans and explained that I would be a par¬ 
ticipant observer and would not interfere in their plans for the 
class. These teachers were supportive and enthusiastic. To them I 
was first a concerned mother, not simply an intruder who would be 
around for a while and then disappear. 
I explained that I intended to focus my observations on my son 
Matthew and four other children, leaving that selection to the 
teachers. The only criteria for this selection were that all 
children would be approximately two years old, from English speaking 
homes, and stay in the area for an extended period of time. The 
teachers selected one boy and three girls aged from 19 months to 24 
months. 
I then had to negotiate entry with the Director. Again, get¬ 
ting past this gatekeeper was relatively easy. I had already con¬ 
sented to serve on the Child Care Advisory Board which is an ar¬ 
duous, time-consuming task and a position which the director often 
had difficulty filling. The bylaws governing University child care 
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mandated this position be filled by a parent from each building. 
Again, this all important role of being a parent carried a great 
deal of weight. I broadly outlined my research, told of the en¬ 
thusiasm of the two teachers involved and explained that my son 
would be one of the participants in the study. The Director agreed 
providing I had the parent permission for the children to par¬ 
ticipate in the study. 
I wrote a permission slip and decided to discuss my research 
plans informally first with each parent in the morning as they 
dropped their children off at the day care center. I decided that 
the best strategy was to immediately let them know that Matthew, my 
son, would be a participant and that I would be observing and not 
interfering in the day-to-day activities of the center. The first 
parent I approached was Holly’s father Ken. I made this decision 
for two reasons. First, the Wheelers lived nearby, we had shared 
some car-pooling, and so we were already friendly. Secondly, Ken 
had recently completed his Doctorate and I hoped he would be sym¬ 
pathetic to a fellow researcher. Ken was very receptive and im¬ 
mediately expressed his interest as well as his permission. The 
subsequent parent conversations were equally easy and all parents 
expressed a genuine interest. I sensed that my own child s par¬ 
ticipation was a factor in readily obtaining permission. Again my 
role as a parent had built an immediate trust and rapport that gave 
me easy access. At this point I had established important ties with 
teachers and with several parents. From ini— the Director, the two 
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tial casual observations, I had also obtained a great deal of inf or- 
mation about the center. 
The final gatekeepers were the children themselves. They were 
used to me. I had spent many mornings in the day care helping Mat¬ 
thew adjust as well as helping the other children adjust. By the 
time I wished to enter I really had already entered. I knew all of 
their names and had learned incidental facts about each child by ob¬ 
serving during the adjustment period. The children were confused 
about my role. They knew and understood that I was Matthew’s 
mother. No other parent spent the time I did in their classroom. 
All preceding entries had been helped by the role of being Matthew’s 
mother but here 1 felt it important to de—emphasize it. They were 
still confused about how much authority or power I possessed. This 
was a problem and I reduced it by what Corsaro refers to as 
"reactive field entry strategies" (Corsaro, 1981). I had been 
gradually entering Green Acres Day Care Center over time. They knew 
I was not a teacher. I would sit on a little chair and not par¬ 
ticipate or lead. Children began to see me as some type of helper 
and would wander over to my chair with requests for help in tying 
shoes, buttoning jackets, blowing noses, etc. Initially Matthew had 
some problems with my presence in his class, especially when I 
helped the other children. I belonged to him, I was his mother and 
he did not want me helping anyone else. Another difficulty arose 
when I would leave and often have Matthew in tears over my depar¬ 
ture. About two months into the study just as I was about to give 
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it up, Matthew adjusted beautifully and accepted my goings and com¬ 
ings quite naturally. 
Exactly what was my role? It seemed that my entrance had been 
automatic because I was a parent. It was a given that I would never 
completely shed my role as a parent but now that entry was made I 
needed to assume an additional role. 
The children were still confused about exactly what ray role 
was. Obviously I was a parent and that gave me some authority. I 
knew ray entrance had been successful when in late November a fight 
broke out in front of me. I waited for the teacher to break apart 
two children fighting, one being my son. From that point children 
in this class accepted me more as a participant rather than an 
authoritarian figure. I realized my physical size would always 
prevent me from frequently being an insider but in order to overcome 
this I always conversed with the children at their physical level. 
Children accepted my role as observer but still considered me some 
type of helper as evidence by their constant requests to help them. 
I asked myself if my research would become too personal. I 
feared my close involvement and my personality would dominate the 
ethnography. Matthew was my son, he came home with me. His own 
well-being would always come first. I feared that this closeness 
would intrude upon the ethnography. I worried that this close per¬ 
sonal involvement would cause me to make inferences not supported by 
the actual observational data. Hymes suggests that Since par¬ 
tiality cannot be avoided, the only solution is to face up to it, to 
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compensate for it as much as possible, to allow for it in 
interpretation" (Hymes, 1982). Hymes further states "the conditions 
of trust and confidence that good ethnography requires (if it is to 
gam access to valid knowledge of meanings) make it impossible to 
take as a goal the role of impartial observer" (Hymes, 1982). Hymes 
argues that normal people within the culture will not tolerate im¬ 
partiality. To insure that I would not be too partial or read too 
much into the culture I made sure the methods were closely adhered 
to. My chief goal was to describe the perspectives of the par¬ 
ticipants. I had an obligation to accurately portray the culture of 
the day care center. The action must reside within the participants 
of the culture. By adhering closely to the methodology and follow¬ 
ing Hymes advice of owning up to partiality I think I have been able 
to compensate for any partiality in the interpretation. 
I certainly have cultural biases towards the topic of literacy 
and children. Maybe these different personal biases have lead to a 
different description than someone who does not share my beliefs 
about literacy. I, like the parents in Taylor's study (1983), can¬ 
not imagine my son not coming to reading and writing, they are as 
natural as growing old. 
By having gone through this analysis and recognizing these 
biases, hopefully have I brought some personal background to con¬ 
sciousness and can better describe the culture of the Green Acres 
Day Care Center. I have struggled to adapt to the role of the 
"professional stranger" (Agar, 1980). I have brought cultural bag- 
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gage along into this ethnography — the cultural baggage of being a 
mother in a literate society. 
I believe this research is not a micro-ethnography of one 
classroom but one which looks at the social structure of the school 
and the wider community. A "school community" "is a cultural entity 
consisting of families and the school, which are bound by a set of 
attitudes, values, and social statuses" (Gilmore and Smith, 1982). 
The focus of the ethnography has been broad. The children have had 
this classroom teacher for four years. The children interacted and 
visited with other children for gym days and field trips. There was 
a lot of intermingling of staff and children on the various 
playgrounds. 
The classroom teacher has had a different assistant teacher 
each year and different work study persons as well as hourly paid 
personnel. All have had very different teaching styles. 
I have been actively involved in the context of the school 
district and culture. I have served on staff search committees, 
system wide child care committees, center advising committees, per¬ 
sonal safety committees, and on a system wide mediation committee. 
I have participated in parent work days, car-pooling, baby-sitting, 
and friendships. I knew many parents at each of the University's 
two day care centers for I had had a child at each of them. I have 
been a participant observer in the wider culture of the Green Acres 
Day Care Center. 
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Influence 
I have certainly had some influence on the staff and parents 
of the center. Because of my research there has been a stronger 
commitment to reading to these young children by teachers as well as 
more storytelling. This, of course, is not saying that it did not 
exist before hand. The first year of the study I coordinated a 
children’s literature conference on the campus and invited teachers 
to participate. Many teachers did participate and have since 
developed a strong commitment to reading literature to the children. 
There was a summer storytelling institute that the two directors of 
the day care centers and I attended. We returned to the day care 
center to conduct a workshop on storytelling and set up a resource 
library for storytelling. Through this workshop and our continual 
encouragement teachers made a commitment to engage in storytelling 
in their classrooms. 
The first semester of the study the toddler classroom was very 
noisy. It was situated by a main entrance and exit area. My field 
notes revealed the noise level was a hindrance to the toddlers at¬ 
tending and focusing. For the second semester the classroom was 
reorganized and moved. In the second year of study there were still 
times that the noise level was a significant factor in hindering the 
children’s ability to attend to what was going on in the classroom. 
There was a new ceiling with sound proofing and new flooring put in 
during the third year of the study. There were also new bathrooms 
put in on each level of the day care center so children who needed 
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to use the facilities were not going up and down the stairs and in 
and out of classrooms disturbing other children. I am sure these 
type of changes would have eventually been made. I think the con¬ 
crete evidence in my field notes hurried the changes along. 
I influenced the study simply by being there and answering 
questions. Teachers would often address issues of literacy, books, 
reading and writing and we would discuss them. In many cases I 
tried to answer with a question which usually sparked further issues 
and more questions. At one point in the second year of the study 
Dennis asked me to address a staff meeting on the importance of 
reading aloud and how to read aloud to young children. The staff 
saw me all the time in the center doing field observations, picking 
up ray son or there to attend meetings. The staff and I built a 
relationship and friendships over the three and a half years of the 
research. For some, especially Ayana, I became a friend as well as 
a researcher. For others I was someone who could answer questions 
and talk out their ideas. Teachers often read things or witnessed 
things in classrooms that they knew I would be curious about and let 
me know. In many ways, I became a sounding board. I did not know 
any of the teachers or parents before participation in the study. 
It is impossible to say just how much I affected them or how much 
they have affected me. Clearly we both influenced each other. 
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Browns 
Courtneys 
Haydens 
Traverses 
Wheelers 
Table 1 
Names, entry and exit dates 
of the family members in the study 
The Families Entry Exit 
Howard and Lena 
Virginia* 
Alan (two years 
older) 
Fall 1983 Sept.1, 
1985 
Richard and Ann 
Matthew* 
Elyse (4 years 
younger) 
Fall 1983 end of 
study 
William and Rachael 
Joshua* 
Shelly (3 years 
older) 
Fall 1983 end of 
study 
Jacob and Sally 
Mary* 
Michael (4 years 
younger) 
Fall 1984 end of 
study 
Ken and Brenda 
Holly* 
Charles (4 years 
Fall 1983 late Feb. 
1985 
younger) 
* indicates child participant 
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Parent Interviews 
The parent and teacher interviews will be discussed in so far 
as they influence the process of how these five children under study 
come to literacy. The information for the background of the parents 
came from their interviews. The parent interviews took place at the 
end of the study in the respective parents’ homes for a period of 
ninety minutes to two hours. In all cases except the Brown family 
both parents were interviewed. 
The Browns 
Lena and Howard Brown are Virginia’s parents. Virginia left 
the study at the end of the second year. The interview took place 
at the Browns current residence in a nearby state. Howard was not 
available for the interview, all references to Howard were seen from 
Lena’s perspective. Lena particularly requested that I identify 
Virginia as a Black American. Lena felt this was an extremely im¬ 
portant facet of her family. 
Lena grew up in an urban ghetto in a single parent household. 
She reported that when she was four she, her sister and mother moved 
in with her father’s parents. Lena said that her mother was the 
financial support for herself and the two girls, while Lena's 
grandparents were the family support. Lena said that she attended 
public schools. 
Lena reported remembering the ’’Dick, Jane and Sally” books but 
did not remember phonics instruction. She felt she learned to read 
through ’’memorization.” Lena commented that she remembered her 
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grandmother always saying to her and her sister "get a book and 
read." Lena said that she didn't read as a child. She stated, 
"Maybe because I never saw them read. I think role models make a 
big difference... My grandmother felt that my sister and I didn't 
read well so we needed to do more reading." Lena reported that when 
her grandmother encouraged her to read she avoided books because she 
interpreted her grandmother's suggestion to mean that she couldn't 
read. She stated 
why read if you can't read. I didn't have a lot of 
confidence in my reading skills. It was something I 
really internalized. I didn't show it. It wasn't 
an obvious thing but it's there even today, it's 
deep rooted so much that even now when I read I'm 
questioning myself the whole time. I did not under¬ 
stand that what my grandmother really meant was if I 
read I would become more well rounded and more con¬ 
fident. 
She indicated that she vividly remembered CLIFFORD THE BIG RED DOG 
from her childhood and had bought her children a collection of CLIF¬ 
FORD books. Lena reported that she went to the library frequently 
with her sister as a child. Lena said that when she became a teen¬ 
ager her mother began reading novels and became a role model for 
her. She indicated that when she saw her mother as a role model for 
reading she began to read herself. Currently Lena reported that she 
has become an avid reader, reading largely books by black female 
authors. 
During the course of the study Howard was in the process of 
finishing the course work necessary for a Doctorate in Political 
61 
Science at the University. Presently he is an administrator at a 
college in a nearby state. Lena compared Howard's family to her 
own. She reported that "[his family] was more middle class than 
mine and definitely more educated... I was not in a get-your- 
education—environment. Lena never studied in school nor was she 
pushed to study. She received C’s and B’s. She said, "In my family 
a C was a good grade... In Howard’s family, grades were important. 
Howard was not told outright never bring home a C but he understood 
that he had to bring home good grades." Lena reported that she com¬ 
pleted two years of college before she left feeling that school 
couldn’t teach her anything. She stated that she was presently 
struggling to piece her education together. Lena is a data base 
manager for a small college. 
Lena reported that Virginia was read to right from birth, not 
necessarily being read to herself but being present when her older 
brother was being read to. Lena stated, "I would nurse Virginia and 
read to Alan to appease him." Lena further reported that the family 
frequently went to the library as a fun family trip. Lena said that 
she and Howard had always read to their children and talked to them 
as real people. 
The interview suggested that Lena looked to her past and made 
a conscious decision to change her own children s futures. Lena of¬ 
fered, 
If you want your children to read, which I really do 
as a result of my childhood, I knew that, first, how 
were they going to know to read if they didn t see 
me read and second that I needed to read to them. 
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She reported that she is 
trying to guide them and get them in the mind set that 
you are not going to settle for less... I stick with 
grades^ S br°ther “ help1"8 hi“ 8et 8°°d 
The interview indicated that she expected to be a reading role model 
for her children. She indicated that she exposed her children to a 
great variety of videos, plays, and life in general. This interview 
clearly indicated that Lena wanted her children to be readers. She 
stated that, "reading does make a difference, you can grow well- 
rounded through reading... you can use reading as your means to be 
educated or more knowledgeable." The interview suggested that Lena 
did not want her children to have the bad experiences of early read¬ 
ing that she reported having. She wanted them to have an easy time 
of learning to read, see reading being done in their home and to 
read to make themselves more well-rounded. However, Lena indicated 
that she did expect her children to learn to read as she did, 
through memorization. Even though Lena did have difficulty in read¬ 
ing she did expect her children to learn to read in the same manner 
that she did. However, unlike her own childhood, Lena encouraged 
her children to strive to be the best that they could be. 
The Courtneys 
Richard and I are Matthew's parents. During the period of 
this study I was a doctoral student at the University. I was raised 
in Massachusetts. I have one sister who is eighteen months older 
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than I am. We both went to parochial grammar schools and public 
high schools. 
I do not remember ever being read to when I was young but my 
parents always encouraged me to read. In my house, summer vacation 
meant weekly visits to the library for reading materials. I usually 
spent a good deal of time on the front porch reading the hot summer 
hours away. These fond memories of childhood reading are in direct 
contrast to my early school literacy experiences. I have very 
unpleasant memories of first grade and phonics drills; in fact I 
threw up daily every morning before going to school from September 
to June because I was in constant fear of my teacher and not knowing 
the correct phonics sounds. My class used to form a circle around 
our first grade teacher while she flashed individual letters and 
letter combinations at us. An incorrect response often resulted in 
a slap. I also remember the "Dick, Jane and Sally" books. In spite 
of these unhappy and unfortunate school experiences I did become an 
avid reader and remain so today. I attribute this to the encourage¬ 
ment my parents gave me to read. I remember my parents reading in 
the summer at the beach. My father usually had books that he was 
reading throughout the year and always read several newspapers a 
day. I had an aunt who was an avid reader and as I grew older she 
would often suggest books to me. She still does to this day. I 
consider my books precious possessions and have a large home 
library. I frequent the public library and serve on one of their 
boards. 
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Richard is second oldest of thirteen children. He grew up in 
a city in Massachusetts. Richard reported that he attended 
parochial grammar schools until the fourth grade and then attended 
public schools. He has a Masters degree in Labor Studies and works 
for a local union. 
Richard reported that his early literacy experiences were not 
happy ones. His early schooling was characterized by teachers who 
spoke French, a language he could not speak. He indicated that much 
of his early education was spent in memorizing French prayers. He 
reported spending many years with reading specialists once he en¬ 
tered the public schools. He explained that his mother had him 
visit his aunt, who was a college student studying to become a 
teacher, and there he and his brother did phonics drills every 
Saturday for a year, including summer. Richard remembered his 
father trying to read to the family at the dinner table but he 
reported that there were too many children at a wide age span for 
this venture to be successful. At one point Richard remembered his 
father reading religious stories to the family. He also remembered 
his father being an avid reader. He reported that his father 
usually discussed the books he read with him. Richard indicated 
that in fifth grade he had become an avid reader of the newspaper, 
and that this interest was nurtured by his father and grandfather, 
who would discuss current events with him. Richard said that he 
felt that his present love of reading, although it was deep rooted 
and did not surface until he was older, was instilled by his inter- 
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actions with his father. Richard suggested that his early literacy 
experiences hindered his education. He said that for years he hated 
reading and did not become a reader until he was in graduate school. 
Currently, he reports that he reads avidly, reading four daily 
newspapers, several professional journals, and usually a book or two 
at a time. Richard commented that nightly reading in the Courtney 
household is a ritual for adults as well as children. 
Matthew has been read to since the day he was brought home 
from the hospital. I used to lie across the bed with him every day 
and show him brightly colored books. I wanted him to love books, to 
love reading, to love characters in books. This did work. When he 
was two and a half he would not acknowledge you unless you addressed 
him as Max of WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE fame. Matthew is frequently 
taken to plays and puppet shows. He also frequently views 
videotaped presentations of stories. He is usually prepared for 
these by reading and discussing the book. I have always written 
notes to him. Matthew will spend long periods of time quietly read¬ 
ing books to himself. He can often be found reading stories to his 
toddler sister. He recognizes a great deal of environmental print. 
He has a surprise box filled with environmental print and he loves 
to pull out the words and identify them. There has never been any 
deliberate teaching of the alphabet in this house. Matthew has 
learned print through daily living. On long trips the family takes 
turns telling stories. The teller has to make up a story for all to 
enjoy. Richard, Matthew and myself all love this. I tell Matthew 
66 
stories frequently on the ride back and forth to the University. We 
visit the library every other week and take out books. We do chap¬ 
ter by chapter reading. Matthew has a collection of hundreds of 
children's books. Richard discusses world events with Matthew. 
Ayana, his teacher, frequently reports that she is amazed at his 
political knowledge. 
Richard and I both agree that literacy development begins at 
birth. I consider Matthew literate now. He learns more literacy 
knowledge daily. Richard offered that, 
He doesn't read or write yet to the point that a stranger would be 
able to interpret it but I can interpret some of the 
things that he has written and I get better at it 
daily. Maybe it's that Matthew is getting better 
writing. 
He recognizes many words, writes many words and he loves reading. 
Richard reported that he felt that he would like his son to read for 
enjoyment and never feel any pressure. Richard stated, "I use to 
read to Matthew because Ann was so insistent about it but now I read 
to him because we both enjoy it so much. He loves to go to plays 
so we go to a lot of plays." Richard further reported that, "I 
could never picture either of my children not being able to read. I 
think they would miss out on a lot. I think reading fills out your 
life. Reading in this house is as natural as growing old." 
Richard's interview and my comments indicate that we have made 
a conscious effort to make the early literacy experiences of our 
children different from our own. This data further suggests that 
our past experiences inform our present behaviors and beliefs. The 
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interview and comments suggests that we see ourselves as change 
agents. We want to change the patterns of our past. The literacy 
experiences in our home accommodate every day living. We follow 
Matthew's cues and move forward from there. Learning is a part of 
living. 
The Haydens 
William and Rachael Hayden are Joshua's parents. Rachael is a 
musician. She lived most of her childhood in a very large Eastern 
city. She attended predominantly private schools. Rachael earned a 
Bachelors degree in Music. 
Rachael reported that she was reading at five years old. She 
indicated that she learned to read at home and said, "I don't remem¬ 
ber getting pushed to read or getting lessons." Her father, she 
reported, was a concert musician who read constantly, basically a 
self-educated man who received a formal education only through 
Junior High School. Rachael remembered her father reading a wide 
variety of books daily. Rachael said that, "My father read con¬ 
stantly and had a real zest for learning and I think he passed that 
on to ray brother and me." William observed, 
Rachael's father has read more than any other person I 
know. I think learning to read would be very natural 
around him. I think you would just assume reading is 
what all people do. They eat, sleep, play, talk to 
each other, and they read. 
Rachael said that she remembered reading to her mother when she was 
five and six years old. She said she learned to write letters and 
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then words at four and five years old. She declared that she was a 
reader as a child, especially anything to do with music. She 
reported that she remained a reader today. 
William is a university professor. He is also a musician. 
William was born and raised in an urban center in the south. He at¬ 
tended public schools and has a Doctorate in music. 
William said that at the age of three his parents were 
divorced and he and his mother moved in with his mother's parents. 
He reported that it was his grandfather who introduced him to read¬ 
ing. As a result of an accident, William's grandfather had only one 
leg. He said that his grandfather would sit in one room and ask 
William to go to the next room and bring back encyclopedias with 
specific letters. The two would then sit and share the book. Wil¬ 
liam stated, "He taught me the letters of the alphabet." William 
said that he recently discovered that his mother read a great deal 
but he never remembered that from his childhood. William emphati¬ 
cally stated, 
I don't ever remember anyone in our family ever 
reading a novel, or even mentioning one. It was 
never a topic of discussion... There was, as I 
remember, no reading in the home. 
William said that he was also reading before he went to school. He 
stated, "I am positive my mother read to me, I just can't imagine 
her not reading to me but I have no memory of it." William reported 
having fond memories of riding his bike to the library, taking books 
out and attending story readings. William reported that as he grew 
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to adulthood and moved to other cities he remembered always estab¬ 
lishing a relationship with someone who owned a book store. He 
stated, "I always had a favorite bookstore that I considered mine." 
William reported that he was an avid reader as a child and remained 
so today. 
Rachael reported that Joshua had been read to since birth, 
suggested that, "Before he could possibly understand what we 
were talking about he loved us to read to him. His attention span 
was always startling. He was present when we read to Shelley and he 
was just an infant." William reported that at one point he was so 
worried about this uncanny attention span and whether Joshua was 
grasping the meaning of the text that he began to read stories and 
pause to see if Joshua could fill in the refrain. William offered, 
"He seemed so passive that I just wanted to know if he was actively 
thinking about what was being read, if he was understanding the 
book. Joshua was, as evidenced by his filling in the refrains." 
Both parents suggested that children's literacy development 
was dependent on the child's surroundings. William felt it was de¬ 
pendent on, "The atmosphere, the attitudes about reading of the 
people around the child, the availability of reading materials, and 
the child's first associations and encounters with words and read¬ 
ing." Both William and Rachael reported that they felt that not 
being able to read would be more crippling an experience than a 
physical handicap. William suggested, "You would be out of the 
mainstream of the world." 
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The interview suggested that Rachael made a conscious effort 
to look to her past and instil! the "test" for reading and iearning 
in her children that her own father instilled in her. For William 
the interview indicated that he was trying to make sure his children 
were exposed to a great deal of literature, that they saw reading 
being modeled, that they were encouraged to read and write, and that 
they received pleasure from reading; all the factors that he 
reported not receiving in his own home. 
The Traverses 
It seems that Jacob and Sally Travers, Mary's parents, share 
similar memories of coming to literacy. Sally is a Doctoral can¬ 
didate at the University. She in effect, was an only child, her 
closest step-sister being ten years her senior and having been away 
at boarding school for most of Sally's childhood. Sally was brought 
up in a large Metropolitan city on the eastern coast. Her father 
died when she was eleven years old. 
Sally attended predominantly private schools. She said her 
first and second grade school was a model pilot school for the 
"phonetics" method of reading. Sally indicated that she learned to 
read by the phonics method. She stated that she did not remember 
having been read to as a child but she had vivid memories of the 
books she read as a child. She remembered reading comic books ex¬ 
tensively. Sally commented that she was an avid reader as a child 
and remained so today, reading nightly. She also remembered visit¬ 
ing the school library frequently. 
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Jacob Travers is an artist. He is the oldest of five children 
and was brought up in an urban mid-western community. His family 
was fairly close, most of his relatives lived nearby. Jacob went to 
public schools and holds a Bachelors of Arts in religion. 
Jacob said that he was fairly certain he learned to read by 
phonics. He remembered the "Dick, Jane and Sally" books. He 
reported that he had memories of his grandfather reading comics to 
him as a child but once he could read himself he was never read to. 
He indicated that his parents have always been avid readers. He 
reported that the tradition in his family was to go to the library 
and borrow books to read. Jacob said that both of his parents en¬ 
couraged this and that he remembered these frequent library visits 
fondly. 
Sally reported that she and Jacob began reading to Mary when 
she was two months old. Sally stated, "I wanted her to like books 
so I read to her. I liked the idea of being with her and reading to 
her." She further commented that by the time Mary was seven months 
old it had turned into a nightly ritual. Sally said that as Mary 
grew older, they read several books to her before bed. Sally stated 
that, "Reading to Mary has always been an intimate situation, it has 
included the special quality of lots of hugs, kisses and cuddling. 
Jacob suggested that he felt that "If Mary enjoyed books she would 
be fine and everything else would work out in terms of literacy. 
Jacob said that he and Sally did not believe in forcing learning on 
Mary. Jacob reported that "at one point Mary was really into 
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phonics and sounding out letters, it was a game for a while. Once 
Mary stopped showing interest in this we dropped it." Sally said, 
"There is no pressure, Mary learns at her own pace." Sally indi¬ 
cated that Mary was frequently taken to plays, saw occasional movies 
and frequent videos. 
Questioned as to why they read to Mary so frequently Jacob 
responded, 
X think it can open up a world that is beyond your 
immediate experience... I think it is one of life’s 
joys... I think we work under the assumption that 
she’ll come to literacy, that it will all come 
together. We give her the pieces and she’ll put the 
puzzle together. 
Sally responded that "first, it’s something we like to do and that's 
why we do it so much... I feel it is better if she lives and 
breathes literacy in." Sally went on to list the many books that 
she had been reading to Mary and those that she was "dying" to read 
to Mary, indicating those she remembered from her own childhood and 
others she had missed. 
Sally suggested that "literacy development began immediately 
at birth and was a give and take process that went on between the 
child and her parents." Both parents reported that they felt the 
best way to learn to read was phonetically. Sally said that she 
felt that Mary was not quite literate during December of the fourth 
year of the study but felt she was extremely close to that point. 
Ironically Jacob reported seeing Mary as a reader. In fact, Jacob 
felt that Mary had always been a reader stating that, "we’re just 
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doing the reading for her because she's not able to do it all at 
this time. Her conceptual tools are in place to be able to read." 
On the other hand Sally saw Mary as being on the road to early read¬ 
ing offering that, I associate reading with being independent, not 
dependent on a person to read." 
The interview suggested that each parent has tended to 
reproduce their early literacy learning habits. Both learned to 
read by phonics. The interview indicated that this seemed to be a 
successful method with them, and they are confident it will be with 
Mary. Each parent individually commented that they had made a con¬ 
scious decision to read more frequently to Mary, at least more than 
they experienced in their own upbringings. Neither spoke of being 
pressured during childhood. The interview suggested that they have 
likewise decided that Mary would not be pressured, thus allowing her 
to learn at her own pace. The interview suggested that each parent 
has made a conscious decision to take his/her cues from Mary and 
those things in which she is interested. The interview further sug¬ 
gested that each parent saw the development of literacy as something 
one "Lives and breathes." 
The Wheelers 
Brenda and Ken Wheeler are Holly's parents. Holly was in the 
study for the first year and a half. The Wheelers were interviewed 
at their current residence in a nearby state. 
Brenda Wheeler is a school teacher. She was brought up in a 
small New England community. Brenda attended public schools and has 
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a Masters degree in teaching. She is the oldest of four daughters. 
Brenda reported that, "I don't remember having fun with learn¬ 
ing how to read, I had fun with math." She remembered "ancient 
readers and flash cards." Brenda commented that she had "tons" of 
books when she was growing up, many she still owns today. She of¬ 
fered that, "If I wanted a book my parents felt it was a good in¬ 
vestment. They would prefer me to read as opposed to watching TV." 
Brenda said she remembered being read to as a child and frequently 
visiting the library. She reported visiting the library today. 
Ken grew up on the West coast until he was a teen-ager and 
then his family moved to the mid-west. He is fourth oldest in a 
family of nine children. Ken went to parochial schools, including a 
Jesuit College. He has a Bachelor's degree in Philosophy and Doc¬ 
torate in Higher Education Administration. 
Ken reported that he was an avid reader as a child, especially 
biographies and mysteries. Currently, he reported reading profes¬ 
sional journals and newspapers. He said "There was so much noise at 
home with so many children that I was either in my room reading or 
outside playing baseball." Ken remembered the "Dick, Jane and 
Sally" books in elementary school. Ken indicated that he thought he 
learned to read by phonics because he remembered phonics drills in 
the third grade. Ken commented that he did not remember being read 
to as a child. He indicated that he did remember visiting the 
library. 
Brenda reported that she and Ken read to Holly when she was 
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about seven months old. Brenda indicated that she strove towards 
literacy right from the very beginning stating that, "If you do not 
know how to read you are in the dark ages." Ken reported that he 
felt reading to Holly from the very beginning was a very helpful ac¬ 
tivity stating that, 
If you read the same book a few times every child 
eventually gets the idea that there is something in 
this book that sounds the same and then when they 
start to understand that it is a story they can't 
help but make the connection between the words, the 
story and the pictures. 
Both parents indicated that reading at night was a bedtime ritual. 
Ken reported that they did not sit down with Holly and print let¬ 
ters. Ken explained that, "It is so hard to get Holly to sit down 
and do anything that you want her to do, she basically does what she 
wants." Brenda continued, "She'll come and ask us when she wants to 
do something." 
When I asked if Holly was writing, both Ken and Brenda 
responded that they didn't think so. However, a literacy search of 
their household produced little cards on which Holly had written 
letters. Ken then remembered that Holly liked to play policeman and 
wrote out traffic citations and that she also played waitress and 
wrote down your order. Both parents indicated surprise at the writ- 
ing they found their daughter doing. 
The interview suggested that both parents felt that they en¬ 
couraged Holly’s literacy development. Ken said that, "Brenda 
brings home lots of books and just puts them in front of her." Ken 
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said that he read many books to Holly and paused to allow her to 
fill in the blanks. He said, "I just wanted to know if she was com¬ 
prehending what was going on. I noticed real early on that she was 
able to fill in the blanks." Ken reported that he couldn't picture 
Holly not coming to literacy, that literacy development was a part 
of life. He stated, "I just think it [reading] is the key to ideas. 
If you can't read you are going to live a substandard life. I don't 
want that for my daughter." 
The interview suggested that both parents made a conscious ef¬ 
fort to encourage Holly towards literacy in a non-threatening way. 
The interview further indicated that neither parent believed in 
pressuring Holly, but felt when she wanted the information she would 
come and ask for it. Ken felt that, "Somehow [Holly would] "connect 
the words to the pictures." Brenda reported that lately Holly had 
been expressing an interest in learning to read. Brenda suggested 
that she and Ken aided this interest by making reading desirable for 
Holly. She stated that, "it is very important to be exposed to as 
much as possible to make reading desirable." The interview indi¬ 
cated that Brenda remembered learning to read was not fun and she 
did want it to be fun for Holly. Like many of the other parents, 
the Wheelers have decided to take their cues from Holly and act from 
there. The interview suggested that Brenda relived her past in her 
frequent buying of books for Holly. It was a positive, warm ex¬ 
perience for her and she wanted it to be the same type of experience 
for Holly. The interview suggested that each parent saw the learn- 
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ing of literacy as developing in some natural way from birth. 
Summary 
The criteria for selection of these five children were that 
they came from English speaking homes and that they were likely to 
stay in the area for an extended period of time. For these reasons 
many other children were excluded from participating in the study, 
however their interactions with the five children under study were 
noted. The teachers selected the participants for the study, except 
for Matthew. Because I was looking for participants who would stay 
in the area for an extended period, many parents who were under¬ 
graduate students were excluded from the study. Initially attempts 
were made to reach undergraduate and staff children but they left 
the area shortly after entrance. 
Although there are differences in racial, ethnic and 
socioeconomic backgrounds in the five households under study, there 
was a striking similarity in educational backgrounds. Two parents 
had received Doctorate degrees and three parents were pursuing doc¬ 
torate degrees. Two parents held masters degrees, two held 
bachelors degrees and one parent was pursuing her bachelors degree. 
All homes were two parent households and none of the mothers were 
full-time homemakers. Although there were many differences among 
the families, the group when combined together presented a 
homogeneous perspective on literacy. 
One reason that may have contributed to the homogeneity of the 
of the interviews. Parents were interviewed 
thinking was the timing 
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at the end of the study. By that time parents were aware that I was 
interested in literacy and knew what my perspective was. They had 
participated in the literacy atmosphere of the day care center, some 
for three and a half years. At the time of the actual interviews 
three of the five children were actively participating in the dicta¬ 
tion or writing and acting of their stories. The whole atmosphere 
of the class was charged with this interest in reading, writing, and 
acting which carried over to the homes. Parents may have responded 
differently if they had been interviewed at the beginning of the 
study. However, all parents indicated that their children had been 
enrolled in this particular center because of the quality of the 
care and educational program. 
It is worthy of note that when parents were questioned con¬ 
cerning literacy all addressed reading. One parent also addressed 
writing. However, all the parents said things in the interviews 
that were consistent with what William Hayden understood literacy to 
be, "the ability to see something that had been written, to under¬ 
stand what the thoughts were; and the ability to verbally express 
and write your own thoughts so one could be understood." In spite 
of this understanding when responding to questions concerning 
literacy they addressed reading. 
The following chart summarizes the beliefs and values of the 
parents which determined and informed their literacy perspective and 
that of their child. 
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Table 2 
ADULT BELIEFS AND VALUES 
Brown 
PARENTS 
Courtney Hayden Travers Wheeler 
Literacy was 
assumed x X X X X 
Literacy began 
at birth x X X X 
Literacy as a 
life long process x X X X X 
Literacy furthered 
by interactions x 
w/ significant 
others 
X X X X 
Excitement about 
reading led to x 
literacy 
X X X X 
Reading 
enriched lives x X X X X 
Consciously 
shared books x X X X X 
Conscious decision to 
pass on love of reading x X X X X 
Acted as role models x X X X X 
Regular reader x X X X X 
Did not reproduce 
past school x 
learning experience 
X * X 
Replicated home 
experience X x@ X X 
Followed 
child’s cues x X X X X 
No pressure x X X X X 
*no evidence in interview @only Rachael Hayden 
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Table 3 
Teachers 
Ayana John Donald Jill 
& & & 
9/83- 
Ayana Ayana Ayana 
9/84- 6/85- 9/86- 
9/84 6/85 present present 
Children 
X 
Virginia 
Brown 
X X (June - 
Sept. 1, 
1985) 
Matthew 
Courtney X X X 
Joshua 
Hayden X X X 
Mary 
Travis X 
X 
X 
Holly 
Wheeler 
X (until 
Feb. 
1985) 
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Background on the Center 
All the teacher and director interviews, except Ayana's, took 
place at the end of the study for a period of one to two hours. All 
were interviewed at the day care center. Ayana was the primary 
teacher, that is the head teacher for this group of children during 
their stay at Green Acres Day Care Center. She was interviewed each 
year of the study at the end of the academic year for a total of 
four interviews. Each interview took place in the day care center 
for a period of one to two hours. The other teacher interviews were 
with those teachers who were the second head teacher with Ayana in 
the classroom for specific years. 
The information in the interviews is drawn from oral inter¬ 
views with the teachers and director together with my observational 
data. When there is a difference between what a teacher thought and 
said s/he did with what I observed him/her do in the classroom it 
will be noted. 
The Green Acres Day Care Center 
Green Acres Day Care Center is part of the child care system 
on a large New England University. It is one of two centers in the 
system. The system first serves the undergraduate/graduate student 
population, and then the staff and faculty of the University and 
finally, if space permits, the community at large. The make-up of 
the center is mixed. Single-parent homes as well as two-parent 
homes are represented. There are children from lower, middle, and 
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upper socioeconomic backgrounds. The day care center population la 
multicultural and multiracial. English. Spanish, French, Japanese, 
Chinese and some African dialects are spoken at the center. 
The day care center began as a parent cooperative. Unlike 
most day care centers. Green Acres has professional benefited posi¬ 
tions. Benefits consist of accumulated sick days, personal days and 
health insurance. The salaries of the staff are some of the highest 
xn the area. Staff are treated as professionals; they receive plan- 
mng time» attend weekly staff meetings, have yearly evaluations by 
the director, the parents, and by themselves, and are sent to 
professional conferences. Due to all these factors there is not a 
high turnover rate in staff. Most of these factors are not typical 
in many day care centers and possibly contribute to a more positive 
environment for the staff as well as the children. 
There are 51 children and 12 full time benefited positions in¬ 
cluding a director and a nutritionist. The center services children 
from 15 months to 6 years old in 4 classrooms. The average daily 
professional ratio is one adult to every six children. This ratio 
is reduced further with the additional non-professional staff of 1 
adult for every 4 children. The state mandated maximum ratio is 1 
to 10. The center is located in a large wooded play area with 
numerous climbing structures, swings and other large motor equip¬ 
ment . 
The two Centers have unique individual programs but one unify¬ 
ing philosophy. This philosophy addresses three areas: (1) a 
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child’s individuality and self esteem; (2) the creation of a shared 
community; and (3) the physical environment, the curriculum, and the 
adult role. The parent handbook indicates that at the base of this 
philosophy is the belief that the individual children must feel good 
about themselves in order to learn; and that the process of learning 
is more valuable that the product. The parent handbook suggests 
that 
The goal is to structure success and minimize 
frustration, allowing children to explore, create 
and proceed at their own pace, using their own 
style. Staff demonstrate respect for individual 
children to make choices, expanding on their inter¬ 
ests and experiences, encouraging them to function 
independently and fostering their understanding and 
respect for the ideas and individuality of others” 
(Parent handbook 1986, p, 4). 
In order to foster optimal development, the center, as 
reported by the development and seen in observational data, has 
created a learning environment which includes a community of 
children and adults beyond the immediate classroom. The parent 
handbook further indicates that children need to experience a basic 
sense of belonging in order to grow. The Director reported that 
families are very important to this community. He states that ”Day 
care recognizes the importance of the children’s families and the 
influence of the parents on the children's lives. Parents and 
teachers communicate frequently about home and school experiences." 
The parent handbook suggests that parents communicate daily with the 
classroom teachers, attend formal parent conferences at the end of 
each semester, and write any pertinent information down in a parent 
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notebook. The Director as well as the Parent handbook said that 
parents are encouraged and often asked to visit and participate at 
the center at all times. The handbook indicates that staff are 
recruited to reflect the diverse nature of families served. The 
parent handbook offered that, 
Children are exposed to role models and experiences 
in the greater community so that their vision ex¬ 
tends from self to every larger heterogeneous ra- 
c:*-al* ethnic, cultural and economic communities 
(Parent handbook, 1986, p, 4). 
Although the centers are no longer parent cooperatives, the 
handbook states that parents are required to become actively in¬ 
volved in the child care center. This involvement can take the form 
of parent work commitments which are equivalent to one and a half 
hours of work a month. Involvement could be to serve on one of the 
advisory committees, either the center advisory committee or the 
central child care advisory committee, both serving as support sys¬ 
tems and problem solving arenas. The handbook suggests that the 
boards 
formalize the ongoing process of sharing values, 
ideas and customs between parents and staff for the 
purpose of establishing a congruence between parents 
and staff [and also] for the purpose of establishing 
a congruence between the center and the home (Parent 
handbook, 1986, p. 19). 
Parents could choose to volunteer in the office, the classrooms, at 
parent work days, to organize pot luck suppers, repair broken toys, 
do weekly laundry, mending, to act as the emergency substitute cook 
and to support and vitalize the multicultural curriculum commitment. 
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Through the observational data one can see that the environ¬ 
ment was set up with a variety of spaces for children to interact in 
small and large groups and to enjoy quiet time in private spaces. 
Teachers planned their environments in such a way as to foster self- 
direction and self-regulation with minimal adult direction. The 
data also indicated that curriculum focused on the child's needs and 
interests. The program was developed to provide numerous hands-on 
learning experiences that addressed a wide range of student 
abilities and behaviors. Through the teacher and director inter¬ 
views it became evident that the staff believed the most important 
necessary ingredient to learning was the children themselves, who 
must personalize all experiences for true growth and learning to oc¬ 
cur. The handbook offered that, 
The goals are to motivate the child to explore, make 
choices, seek information and feel a sense of ac¬ 
complishment and excitement about learning. The 
primary adult role is to facilitate, to challenge, to 
ask questions, to praise accomplishments, to extend and 
to expand a child's activity to higher developmental 
levels (Parent handbook, 1986, p. 5). 
The Center Director 
At the close of the study Dennis had been the director of 
Green Acres Day Care Center for four years. Prior to this he was a 
teaching/director in a nearby urban center. He is bilingual in 
Spanish and English and came to literacy first in English as a 
child, and then learned as an adult to read and write Spanish. Den¬ 
nis had spent time in Costa Rica and had taught Spanish literacy to 
adults. 
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He grew up in tract housing in a working class suburb of In¬ 
dianapolis. He has an older sister and two younger brothers who are 
5 and 9 years younger. Dennis reported that he did a great deal of 
reading in his childhood to escape from these two brothers with whom 
he shared a room but with whom he could not relate due to the age 
gap. Dennis suggested that, "There was no place to go to if you 
wanted to be by yourself so I read and people were respectful of 
that." Dennis was not read to as a child but he suggested that, 
"Although my parents didn’t read to us, they did teach us a respect 
for reading. They encouraged us to read, they saw that as something 
important to do." There was no public library in his community so 
Dennis did not use the library until he reached elementary school 
when he used it frequently. He reported that he currently reads a 
book for pleasure every two weeks, usually a contemporary novel. 
Dennis said that he learned how to read phonetically but that 
he would never teach his own 22 month old son to read that way. 
Through he past experience of learning to read and write in Spanish 
and working with illiterates, he concluded that the English language 
is a confusing language as compared to the Spanish language which is 
a phonetic language with consistent rules. He said, "Once you have 
mastered the alphabet and its sounds you can basically learn to read 
Spanish. I did not find this to be true of the English language." 
He suggested that he was teaching his son to read, "indirectly, not 
certainly on a conscious level. He loves books and I’m convinced 
that is because we have read to him since he was born." His son now 
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liked to read the "dummies" every morning while his parents read the 
rest of the newspaper. Dennis said that he felt one would be more 
successful in learning to read by "combining reading and writing 
together, which I think are more essential that phonics would be." 
Speaking of how children come to reading in the Green Acres 
Day Care Center Dennis believed that "if the adult modelers 
demonstrated the importance of books and that books are fun and en¬ 
joyable, children will pick up on that and find books interesting 
and want to begin to understand what's going on." He indicated that 
through his own personal experience with his son that he believed 
learning to read "begins from birth." 
At the center Dennis acknowledged that he tried to encourage 
teachers to use books, 
it’s somewhat expected, every classroom has a book 
area. We use books for all kinds of reasons, we use 
them to help children sort out certain feelings, for 
information, for entertainment, to increase language 
ability, we use them for the child who needs to have 
a little quiet time and needs to have something to 
do to sit quietly and look at a book. Whether we as 
a staff do it consciously or unconsciously, we have 
all made books very important here. As a staff 
we’ll go to the library and check books out for the 
children, we purchase books, we share books, we use 
them in the classrooms. I don’t think there is a 
day that goes by that a child is not exposed to some 
story or some book, whether it be at circle time 
with a group reading a story or individually on a 
lap getting some special attention with a story 
book. 
Dennis and the other center director, along with myself, at¬ 
tended a summer institute on storytelling. The group presented two 
workshops on how to introduce storytelling into the classrooms and 
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set up a resource library. Dennis said that, "Since we began to 
talk about it and gave it more emphasis there have been more people 
telling stories." 
Dennis strongly expressed his belief that coming to reading 
and writing must be a child-initiated event. He suggested that the 
teachers must follow the children’s leads. Dennis reported that he 
felt the center needed to display more art work with children's dic¬ 
tations or actual writing on it. I found that it was not that the 
day care center did not do this but that often times this work was 
immediately brought home by the child. Dennis offered that, "When 
work becomes important enough to display with the children’s words, 
then it makes the connection of the verbal and the written word for 
the children. I think it adds another layer of importance." 
Dennis mentioned that he sensed that early childhood educators 
had looked at development in a disjointed way; one experience was a 
language experience, another a social experience and still another 
would be an emotional experience. He stated that, "What it is, is 
that they are all very much connected together." He further sug¬ 
gested that one needs to use different terminology other than 
"prereading activities," because people have the tendency to connect 
prereading activities with alphabet recognition, 
word recognition, sight words and those type of 
traditional kinds of activities. We do not want 
teachers to be going around doing alphabet recogni¬ 
tion, but we do want teachers to go around using 
children's words and writing them down, making books 
available and using them in that sense. 
He indicated that learning in preschool did not necessarily stem 
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from planned activities but rather from teachable moments. For ex¬ 
ample he said, "those teaching situations when the child points to a 
sign and asks what does that mean. There's a great opportunity for 
learning to occur." 
I have countless references to Dennis stepping into classrooms 
and reading to children in field notes. He could often be found 
reading in Spanish and English to the children. He repeatedly made 
appearances as the guest storyteller in classrooms. He was in¬ 
strumental in finding money in his budget to buy books and set up a 
resource library for the teaching staff. He also provided time for 
teachers to go to the library and make book selections for their 
respective classrooms. Each year when the Children's Literature 
Conference was held at the University he encouraged his staff to at¬ 
tend and offered money incentives to make this attendance easier. 
He also attended himself. 
Dennis's later educational biography challenged his beliefs 
about learning to read. The easy success he achieved in learning to 
read and write Spanish as an adult led him to the conclusion that 
"English is a confusing language." The contrast between Dennis's 
earlier and later education served as a major force in structuring 
his understanding of and shaping the literacy development in his 
school and staff. Dennis's perspective was further transformed by 
the birth of his son. Dennis’s prior knowledge, rooted in his per¬ 
sonal experiences, permitted him to critically assess the early 
childhood curriculum and what typical prereading activities had 
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been. Personal experiences informed Dennis’s present actions and 
led him to perceive that we "indirectly" socialize our children to 
literacy. 
With Dennis's encouragement, the center created a child- 
centered curriculum that lent itself to spontaneity. The center 
provided a supportive, creative, and productive environment; a 
stimulating setting where children were comfortable. Children were 
immersed consciously and unconsciously in literature, oral stories, 
and writing to foster learning. 
The Primary Teacher 
At the close of the study Ayana had been a teacher at Green 
Acres for four years and had been the teacher for Joshua and Matthew 
for those four years, Mary for the last three years, Virginia for 
the first two years and Holly for the first year and a half (see 
chart on page 98). Prior to this she was an aide for a mentally 
disabled boy in a community school. She also worked for four sum¬ 
mers teaching preschool for a Migrant Education program. Her first 
five years of teaching were spent as a teacher of both able-bodied 
and disabled children in a model classroom set up by the local 
state's Department of Public Health. 
Ayana grew up in a small suburban community near a large city 
in the area. When she started Kindergarten her mother went back to 
a local state college to study to become a reading teacher. Ayana 
had a strong childhood memory of her mother sitting at the kitchen 
table studying. As a child, Ayana was read to frequently by her 
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parents and her grandfather. She remembered several books read at 
home which she loved as a child. In particular she remembered when 
ROBINSON CRUSOE was read to her chapter by chapter in third grade. 
Ayana remembered "asking day after day for HANSEL AND GRETEL. In 
first grade I loved the little bear stories. I also loved THE BIG¬ 
GEST BEAR by Lynd Ward and CURIOUS GEORGE. As I grew older I loved 
Nancy Drew and anything to do with horses." She described reading 
as her "pleasure activity." 
"Unofficially" Ayana guessed that she was reading "before I 
knew I was reading." She remembered reading her older brother's 
first grade books. "Officially" Ayana reported that she learned to 
read in first grade by "sounds... I remembered that the first word I 
learned to read in first grade was 'look'. The first day of school 
they wrote 'look' up on the easel and that was the word we first 
learned to read. I remember decoding words from that point." Her 
family frequented the library. She remains an avid reader, reading 
an average of two novels a week. 
Ayana believed her mother and grandfather greatly influenced 
her beliefs about literacy. Ayana felt that because her father be¬ 
come severely disabled in her childhood that she became close to her 
mother and they came to share similar values. Ayana remembered 
thinking it a great treat to accompany her mother to her elementary 
classroom and help. Ayana reported that, "My mother's whole career 
was reading and we agreed on many ways of how you brought children 
to reading." Her mother was originally a primary teacher then a 
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reading specialist and finally the Language Arts Coordinator for an 
area town. 
Ayana felt she grew up in a literate household. She remem¬ 
bered her mother always being an avid reader. Through this constant 
exposure to print Ayana indicated that she believed her mother en¬ 
couraged and supported literature and books. Ayana also reported 
spending a considerable amount of time being read to by her 
grandfather. She also remembered an aunt making Christmas gifts of 
"wonderful" books. Ayana reported that her family had always had a 
strong commitment to education. For example in the 1910's her 
grandfather and his seven brothers united and worked to put their 
only sister through college. 
Ayana also remembered writing stories as a child. She 
pretended her bike was her horse and wrote horse stories. As an 
adult she discovered a story she wrote about her bike, written from 
the bike's perspective and said, "I found myself being really em- 
pathetic to this bicycle and how it felt when it got a flat tire." 
Ayana said she had always kept a journal. Recently she found her¬ 
self floundering in her writing and had set as a goal that she would 
write in her journal at least once a week. Ayana readily admitted 
that she went to graduate school in part "because I knew it would 
force me to write." 
Ayana believed that children came to literacy learning through 
living in a literate environment. For example she stated that 
Literacy was a given. Just having it all around — 
children are going to want to learn to read. By 
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reading to them, by writing down what they say and 
by exposing kids to the value of the written word 
there is no way you are going to keep children from 
wanting to learn how to read. 
Ayana further suggested that 
Public schools get in the way of it some. I feel 
public schools have their priorities mixed-up. A 
few years go I was in a local community school and 
the students were working in textbooks and workbooks 
progressing from page one to the finish. They may 
have moved at their own pace, but they all did the 
same thing. There was no creativity or room for the 
individual person. Maybe we have created learning 
disabilities by demanding that every child learn to 
read when they enter first grade. We have implied 
that if they can’t learn to read then they are a 
failure. Then we say, this is how you will learn to 
read and if you can't do it like everyone else, go 
to the resource room. If curriculum was based on 
each child’s interests children would be excited 
about learning to read, because it would be an 
avenue to help them learn more about what they are 
really interested in. Children want to learn to do 
what adults do — they want to conform to expecta¬ 
tions — they want to become more competent... 
Teacher's efforts need to be directed towards help¬ 
ing children learn in their own way. Teachers need 
to expose the children to the importance of reading. 
I wish public schools took reading at the child's 
pace instead of demanding that all children start at 
page one and learn how to read the same thing." 
My observations suggested that Ayana implemented these beliefs 
in her classroom. For instance Ayana was frequently observed writ¬ 
ing down what the children said and reading it back to them. She 
often took story dictation and had the children act out their 
stories. 
However, Ayana disclosed that she was uncertain whether 
children made the connections between their oral and written lan¬ 
guage with this model so she also provided other experiences. The 
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observational data suggested that some of the ways Ayana made it 
possible for the children to make oral and writing connections in 
the classroom were with signs, direction, labels, sign up sheets, 
taking turns sheets and printed messages. Ayana felt she treated 
the children as readers and writers. She stated that 
You're always looking a few steps ahead of where the 
children are and setting them up to get there and 
part of that is assuming that they can do it. I as¬ 
sume for sure they will be reading and writing. I 
know they are headed that way. I do not necessarily 
expect the children to walk up and read a printed 
message but an adult can read it to them and the 
children are going to associate that writing with 
that message. 
In the collected data I found much evidence of Ayana treating 
these children as readers and writers. When the children wanted to 
go for a walk they had to sign their names on a sign up sheet. A 
few children saw to it that they mastered writing their names cor¬ 
rectly for this task. Ayana posed questions for the children to 
ponder and then wrote down their responses. Often upon arrival in 
the classroom there would be a sign on an activity table inviting 
the children to do something. Ayana played a significant part in 
shaping the literacy activities of the classroom such as having the 
children send holiday cards, make placemats with their names on 
them, participate in a sustained silent reading time, create in¬ 
dividual Halloween stories to bind in a class book, make library 
cards to borrow classroom books, participate in storytelling through 
listening and telling of stories, and be constantly surrounded by 
books. 
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Ayana's early education has served as major force in guiding 
the structure of her classroom and her understanding of literacy 
development. What she has done in her teaching at Green Acres is 
the antithesis of the way she was taught to read. Her personal ex¬ 
periences with her mother and her family transformed and transcended 
her early student experience. The interviews suggested that Ayana 
had two models for literacy development, a home model and a school 
model. The observational data suggested that it was the home model 
which she chose to emulate in her own classroom. Ayana's validating 
experiences with her family allowed her to draw on and expand on 
literacy possibilities with her own class. Her own student ex¬ 
perience of compulsory learning to read led her to believe that stu¬ 
dents do give teachers cues for when they are ready for learning to 
occur. This personal experience and knowledge allowed Ayana to 
critically assess the sometimes sterile manner in which she believed 
some public schools taught reading. Ayana indicated that she saw 
herself as an agent of change in affecting what she found to be a 
constraining force. Her prior knowledge and personal experience in¬ 
formed her perception of learning as something which occurred at the 
"child's own pace." Ayana's prior knowledge and personal experience 
informed her present actions, attitudes and behavior in her class. 
The observational data indicated that there was no deliberate, 
direct, isolated teaching of skills, certainly no rote memorization 
in this classroom. Everything was relevant to the child's immediate 
needs. Ayana believed and demonstrated in her classroom that 
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children, when allowed, could and would direct their own learning. 
Ayana believed that one learned a great deal about children 
through observation. She would daily set time aside to focus on 
particular children and observe them. This way she felt she could 
make informed decisions about the children. In her classroom Ayana 
demonstrated, as will be seen in chapter five, that children could 
come to literacy naturally by being engaged in relevant, meaningful 
experiences. 
The Second Year Assistant Teacher 
By the end of the study John had been at Green Acres for four 
years. He was the second head teacher with Ayana in the classroom 
during the second year of the study. He earned his Associate's 
Degree in early Childhood Education and is presently pursuing his 
bachelor's Degree. Prior to coming to child care, he was a salesman 
at a local electronics store. 
John grew up in a family of five children. He has two older 
brothers, an older sister and a younger brother. John reported that 
he did not have pleasant memories of learning to read nor of elemen¬ 
tary school. After John had a small pox vaccine at the age of 4 he 
stopped talking until he was six years old. His mother was unsure 
whether he had gone deaf or whether he refused to talk due to the 
trauma of severely cutting his dominant left hand at the same time. 
Because of this John remembered repeatedly going to several Boston 
speech therapists. 
John recalled being read to for long periods each night by his 
97 
father. He stated that, There was some concern about my speaking 
and my parents thought reading to me might encourage verbal interac¬ 
tion." John reported that he didn't go to the library as a child, 
nor did he do any reading as a child or now as an adult. He com¬ 
mented that, "I don't like reading. I hate reading." John acknow¬ 
ledged that he was classified as a dyslexic and visited the Univer¬ 
sity dyslexia clinic when he needed help. John pointed out that 
reading was difficult for him and that he had not read a whole 
textbook for a class while a student at the University but had only 
glanced at sections of texts. 
John said that he did not enjoy elementary school. He felt he 
had enormous pressures to succeed. He further said that he found 
school exceptionally competitive. He reported that, "I thought I 
had a great deal of pressure. Number one you had to perform 
academically, then establish friendships, and then succeed in 
sports." Today John feels most of his learning comes through writ¬ 
ing. He writes for work, for school, and to get his thoughts out 
which he feels helps him to learn. 
It seems all of John’s beliefs about literacy are related to 
his earliest experiences. He rejected his early learning ways for 
that of a non-competitive, relaxed atmosphere. John suggested that 
his own educational biography influenced his teaching. He suggested 
that he would not pressure a child to read but would pick up on the 
child's cues. Through observation I found that John tended to do 
much of his literacy work in the oral tradition. He modeled and 
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taught storytelling. He believed that having children write books 
was a wonderful way to encourage literacy learning but reported not 
to do very much writing suggesting that, "I tended to shy away from 
that as a child so I'm doing the same to the children." I observed 
John doing one writing exercise in the duration of the study with 
the children, writing their names on a magic slate and checking to 
see if the children recognized their names. 
The observational data indicated that John chose storytelling 
over any other single activity and the children in his class as¬ 
sociated him with his stories and often requested them. The obser¬ 
vational data also suggested that John often times acted out a "Chef 
Combo" routine rather than read a story at circle. "Chef Combo" was 
a chef puppet through which John would talk about food groups and 
nutrition. This data indicated that John felt comfortable in this 
verbal arena and therefore the children also felt comfortable. The 
observational data signified that the verbal arena was where John 
concentrated his major efforts. 
John’s educational background served as a major force in 
structuring the learning environments in his classroom. Throughout 
his schooling, John commented that he was angered by what he saw as 
the school system's constant pressure to succeed and its competitive 
nature. John felt alienated from the school by the expectations he 
thought it demanded. His personal experiences informed his present 
actions and attitudes. These experiences seemed to suggest to John 
to work only in the verbal arena. John's prior knowledge and per- 
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sonal experience did not enable him to transform and surmount his 
earlier student experience. John felt he had such negating early 
literacy experiences that he was unable to surmount them. He 
reported that he shied away from books and the observational data 
suggested that John encouraged children only in the oral tradition. 
His early experience with speech and language focused his choices in 
his classroom in the verbal arena and informed his perceptions of 
literacy learning by encouraging "verbal interaction.” 
The Third and Fourth Year Assistant Teacher 
At the end of the study Donald had been at the day care center 
for three and a half years. He was the second head teacher in the 
classroom with Ayana for the third year of the study. He also was 
the afternoon teacher in the classroom the fourth year of the study 
and filled in during the morning hours at least once or twice a 
week. Prior to coming to Green Acres he worked in child care cen¬ 
ters in New York City and was a college student in a liberal alter¬ 
native learning college in the area. 
Donald grew up in Harlem, New York as an only child. His 
mother worked for social service agencies in New York and his father 
worked in Washington, D.C. Donald lived with his mother in New York 
and was visited by his father on weekends and holidays. The family 
was separated only because of his parents’ careers. 
Donald went to a strict parochial elementary school where he 
reported that he learned to read by "phonics and memorization." At 
the age of 11 he spend one year in school in the Fiji Islands. 
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Donald said he was read to quite often by his mother when he was 
young. He remembered visiting the library a block from his house 
frequently, not necessarily to take out books, but because it was a 
hangout and to take out movies, slides, records and other media. As 
a child Donald reported that he read homework and comic books, al¬ 
though he did remember loving THE CAT IN THE HAT. Today he is an 
avid reader of various music magazines, music being one of his main 
interests. He also does a lot of writing of poetry and songs. 
Donald specified that he saw himself as a holistic theorist 
meaning that, "within an experience there are several others." 
Donald reported that he did not usually design lessons to meet 
specific learning needs but intended to meet the needs of the whole 
child, which would include but not necessarily emphasize reading. 
Donald further offered that in his holistic view of education in 
every experience there are several other experiences, and that he, 
liked to highlight on the other experiences as they 
are discovered by the children. Where I work with 
reading has to do specifically with feedback from 
the children. I do some reading of Transformers on 
their sneakers to making an A out of sticks. All 
those things are important to the whole reading ex¬ 
perience. 
Donald also reported that he felt the "whole" reading experience 
began at birth. The observational data indicated that Donald did a 
great deal of storytelling and Donald reported that was because it 
was something he and the children enjoyed. 
The research data found Donald continually following the leads 
of the children. In November of the third year I witnessed Donald 
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make up a shopping list for a secondary participant as the child 
dictated the articles he would buy when he entered the classroom 
grocery store. Donald would have the child help him spell the word 
and when they were unsure they would go and get the object and the 
child would spell it for Donald. In the fourth year of the study 
Matthew was into Indiana Jones and one afternoon in December Matthew 
and Donald had a long talk about Indiana while Matthew was drawing 
Indiana’s picture. Donald had written Indiana Jones’ name on a 
piece of paper for Matthew to copy. Matthew was immediately over¬ 
come and said "I can't do all that writing.” Donald sat down with 
him and discussed taking things one step at a time and Matthew 
proudly wrote Indiana Jones on his picture. Also in the fourth year 
of the study Joshua had a pair of Transformer boots on the 
playground one day and Donald did this literacy experience with 
Joshua’s boots and writing Transformers in the snow. 
Donald’s early school experience stood in stark contrast to 
his later higher education experience. While his elementary years 
were characterized by strict, parochial education, his college years 
were spent in a small exclusive alternative learning institute. 
Donald asserted that his literacy perspective was transcended by his 
college experience. He reported that he felt that some of the 
weaknesses in his own education were caused by the drill in his 
early years. He suggested that his teaching style rebelled against 
this "get the skill and jump over the landmark and continue on,” 
method. This early negative experience warned Donald how not to ap- 
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proach literacy while his higher education experience informed the 
creation of new perceptions about education and learning. His prior 
knowledge and personal experience suggested a more personal, holis¬ 
tic road to literacy. Donald's beliefs and values informed his 
present behaviors and attitudes. Donald established a comfortable 
and trusting relationship with the children. He took his cues from 
the children and adjusted his learning experiences accordingly. 
Fourth Year Assistant Teacher 
The fourth year of the study was Jill’s first year at Green 
Acres. She was the second head teacher in the classroom with Ayana. 
Previously she was an undergraduate at the University. Jill has an 
older and a younger brother. Jill reported that she has very fond 
memories of learning to read and of elementary school. She said she 
attributes her strong love of reading today to her mother. Jill 
stated that, "My mom did a lot of reading with me. I had the ’I can 
read books sent to me in the mail. I had a real strong interest in 
reading." 
Jill reported that she did not think she was actually reading 
before kindergarten but she felt she probably was recognizing small 
words. She reported that, 
In kindergarten we did a lot of rote kind of skills in 
reading. We would read aloud in front of the class. 
We rote memorized the alphabet and sounds. Most of my 
interest in reading was stirred by being read to by my 
mother. 
Jill commented that she used to visit the library frequently as a 
child and still does today. Like Ayana, she also keeps a journal. 
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Jill reported that she believed one must first instill an in¬ 
terest in reading in children. She suggested that, 
I think a lot of it starts with interest in reading. 
I think it develops naturally from there. I think 
from there children want to learn the alphabet and 
phonics. One must instill an interest in reading. 
If I see children out on the playground wandering 
aimlessly I will bring out a book and read to them. 
I'm very much into books. I do lots of reading in 
the classroom. That’s my interest. I enjoy reading 
so I read to the kids. 
Jill said she spent a lot of time in the library selecting books for 
the classroom. She offered that, "I try to get books with bright 
pictures that will stir a lot of interest and good stories that I 
think the children will enjoy.” Jill suggested that children came 
to reading in a relaxed atmosphere by building interest first. 
Jill felt that she was a product of her background. Her 
mother instilled a natural love of reading in her and she in turn 
has tried to do that in her students. She suggested that reading 
would come naturally with a little gentle guidance. 
Observational data indicated that Jill chose story reading to 
the children more than any other activity. She could be frequently 
found in the book corner reading to a single child or a small group 
of children. One September morning in the fourth year of the study 
when a new group of library books has been displayed around the 
classroom, I recorded Jill reading eighteen different books to 
various children by 11130 a.m. 
Jill's personal experience informed her perceptions of how 
children came to literacy. She saw her major responsibility as 
promoting reading in her classroom. Although she also learned to 
read "phonetically" she rejected this method for instilling a love 
of books and reading in the children. Her prior knowledge and her 
personal experience informed her present behaviors. 
Summary 
Again, like the parents, the teachers and director presented a 
homogeneous perspective of literacy. Like the parents these adults, 
except for Ayana who was interviewed yearly, were interviewed at the 
end of the study. They knew I was interested in literacy and under¬ 
stood my perspective. Also these teachers had gone through a 
rigorous search process for these positions. I sat on one of the 
search committees which hired two of the teachers. The parents, ad¬ 
ministrators and teachers on the search committee were committed to 
employing teachers with similar beliefs and values and an interest 
in nurturing the whole child. Homogeneity was established during 
the interview process before the person was actually hired by the 
child care system. 
The following chart summarizes the beliefs and values of the 
staff which determined and influenced their literacy perspectives. 
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Table 4 
ADULT BELIEFS AND VALUES 
TEACHERS 
Dennis Ayana John Donald Jill 
Literacy was 
assumed x X XXX 
Literacy began 
at birth X X XXX 
Literacy as a 
life long process X X XXX 
Literacy furthered 
by interactions 
w/ significant 
others 
X X XXX 
Excitement about 
reading led to 
literacy 
X X XXX 
Reading 
enriched lives X X XXX 
Consciously 
shared books X x X X X 
Conscious decision to 
pass on love of reading x x 
Acted as role models x x 
Regular reader x x xxx 
Did not reproduce 
past school 
learning experience 
x x x x x 
Replicated home 
experience 
X X X X X 
Followed 
child's cues 
X X X X X 
No pressure X
 X
 X
 X
 X
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Discussion and Conclusion 
Parents 
All of the parents assumed that reading and telling stories, 
having books in their homes, spending time talking together and 
seeing reading being modeled would somehow contribute to their 
children’s literacy development. These parents saw reading to their 
children as a routine act in the role of parenting. In all of these 
families literacy was taken for granted, it was simply a part of 
growing up. Not one parent could perceive or accept their child not 
achieving literacy. All parents felt reading would enrich their 
child’s life. They assumed if their child could not read s/he would 
lead a "substandard life." Parents assumed that if the child was 
excited about reading s/he would arrive at literacy "somehow." 
Parents expected that if their children realized how pleasurable 
reading was that they would become avid readers for the rest of 
their lives. In each of the households at least one parent saw 
himself/herself as an avid reader and the others considered them¬ 
selves regular readers. Each parent made a conscious decision to 
pass the love of reading on to his/her child. 
Only the Traverses were interested in reproducing what they 
experienced in learning to read in school. Although Lena Brown ex¬ 
pected her children to learn to read in school as she had, she saw 
herself as a change agent. The other parents were intent on their 
children not replicating their parents' past school reading ex¬ 
periences. All of the parents, except William Hayden and Lena 
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Brown, expressed an interest in replicating their home literacy ex¬ 
periences. Most parents chose to re-live the loving, non- 
pressurized literate paces of their homes where they were encouraged 
to read. If a parent did not experience this atmosphere s/he in¬ 
tended to create it. All parents made a conscious effort to read 
more to their children than they had been read to. In fact in four 
of the five households nightly reading was a bedtime ritual. Most 
parents also felt that they would continue this ritual even when the 
child could read fluently on his/her own because they enjoyed it so 
much. Each of the parent's educational biographies informed his/her 
mediation of literate experiences for their child. 
Staff 
As reported in the interviews and through the observational 
data it was evident that the Green Acres staff believed in providing 
a child-centered curriculum. These interviews indicated that these 
teachers believed that reading began at birth and was a process that 
was built upon daily. They all saw the importance of helping 
children make the literacy connections at their own pace. The ob¬ 
servational data indicated that children were treated as readers and 
writers. Even though there was print around the room that the 
children could not read, adults encoded it for them and treated the 
children as if they were readers. The interviews and the observa¬ 
tional data confirmed that children were constantly being exposed to 
written words and oral tales. There was no academic pressure at 
It seemed that children were merely invited to this center. 
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literacy and the individual child decided when to act upon this in¬ 
vitation. Through the interviews and the observational data it 
seems clear that all of the teachers demonstrated a conscious effort 
to follow the child's cues, to instill an interest in and a love of 
stories, and to gently guide children towards literacy. For John 
the thrust was in the oral arena. Fortunately he was paired with 
Ayana who could balance this focus. Donald felt he strove to edu- 
cate the "whole" child. 
Each individual teacher's background provided the material for 
how s/he approached or did not approach literacy. In the classrooms 
there were no data to indicate a deliberate, direct, isolated teach¬ 
ing of skills. What the observational data revealed was that every¬ 
thing in the classroom was relevant to the child's immediate needs. 
Each of the teachers' educational biographies informed his/her 
mediation of literate experiences in his/her classrooms. Four of 
the five teachers learned to read by phonics. Although they do not 
denigrate the method by which they learned, each individually sug¬ 
gested that they made a conscious choice not to employ this method 
in his/her own classroom. John and Donald felt pressure in their 
early learning experiences and each ensured that there was no pres¬ 
sure in their classrooms. As a group the teachers spoke out against 
forcing children to learn to read. In their respective interviews 
each teacher suggested waiting until the child initiated the learn¬ 
ing and then acting upon it. They further expressed confidence that 
curiosity about print was natural when one had been exposed to it. 
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Furthermore curiosity needed to be continually stimulated. Through 
reading and storytelling, the instructors believed they instilled 
this curiosity. Stories were read and told for the enjoyment of 
all. Four of the five teachers were read to as children and all 
five made a conscious decision to make sharing books with children a 
daily occurrence in their classrooms. 
The instructors believed that the building and refining of 
literacy was a life long process. The patterns of literacy were 
steeped consciously and unconsciously in the belief systems of the 
teachers. For the most part it was the atmosphere of their early 
school years and learning to read specifically that each of the in¬ 
structors rejected. None chose to re-live their early educational 
experiences but chose to re-live the caring, joyful, non-threatening 
literate paces of their homes where they were read to and encouraged 
to read. 
Parents and teachers were culture bearers who consciously and 
unconsciously imposed that culture on the children. Both the 
parents and the teachers possessed the social information necessary 
for the children to learn literacy. This social information was 
cultivated and informed by the adults’ past experiences and educa¬ 
tive styles. These past experiences and educative styles framed the 
adults present actions. The particular cultural orientation of this 
community assumed all children would become literate. Because this 
culture assumed literacy was a "given," the adults consciously and 
unconsciously organized a supportive literacy environment. The cul- 
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tural orientation determined the frame work within which these 
children learned literacy. Children did not develop literacy in a 
vacuum. The adults in this community used their own belief and 
value systems concerning literacy, to create a stimulating environ¬ 
ment where the children were encouraged to act on their own 
literacy. 
Each adult saw their role as somehow transforming the child to 
literacy. Whether it was reading to the child and exciting him or 
her about reading, reading to enrich the child's life, demonstrating 
reading, treating the child as a reader or writer, or gently guiding 
the child towards literacy, each adult believed they "somehow" con¬ 
tributed to the child's own literacy development. 
What seemed most apparent from these interviews was that the 
context of the school and the context of the home were extremely 
similar concerning the purposes and goals of literacy development. 
The demands and expectations in each setting corresponded and made 
it easier for the children to construct meaning. The adults in this 
community believed it was the child himself/herself who must receive 
and negotiate his/her own emerging literacy. The adults in this 
community were agents of socialization. The cultural baggage 
(Britzman, 1985) each adult brought with them provided a foundation 
of cultural rules and critically informed their present practices. 
CHAPTER V 
THE TALE UNFOLDS 
The ethnographer has two major obligations. One is to see the 
culture as its members see it. The other, which is the main focus 
of this chapter, is to contextualize the experiences of the par¬ 
ticipants by identifying patterns and themes which in some way 
reflect the larger culture in which they participate. How the 
children acted within the social structure in order to produce and 
reproduce the community wide culture will be identified in this 
chapter. 
First, the beginning part of the chapter will give a brief 
glimpse of the children as they entered the study at approximately 
two years old. Although Mary did not enter the study until a year 
later than the other children she will be described here. Second 
three major themes will be discussed. These themes include: 1) 
Adult Interactions in the meaning making process; 2) Peer socializa¬ 
tion in the meaning making process; and 3) the individual in the 
meaning making process. 
Two distinct threads will be found within each of the three 
major themes. The first is an adult vs. a child as an initiator and 
controller of the literacy events. As the children took in more 
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literacy knowledge they became not only initiators of literacy 
events bnt also controllers. Throughont the study the teacher in¬ 
itiated literacy events bnt the degree to which s/he controlled them 
decreased significantly. The second thread is "learning in the 
crevices" of classroom life. This learning took place without the 
direct planning of the teachers. Addressing learning in this en¬ 
vironment as occurring in the "crevices" of classroom life is a 
rather adult centered view of this environment. For the children, 
most of the day took place in the crevices. Learning took place in 
crevices only from the teacher's perspective. These two threads are 
discussed within the three major themes. 
Glimpses of the Children 
Holly 
Holly is the child of Ken and Brenda Wheeler. Since her ar¬ 
rival at Green Acres Holly insisted on holding her own book at group 
story reading. She loved books and enjoyed being read to. At two 
and a half, she was easily recognizing signs that she and her father 
passed on the way to the day care center. Holly had been read to 
since she was seven months old and nighttime reading was a ritual in 
her household. The observational data and the parent interview in¬ 
dicated that Holly had been writing since she was twenty eight 
months old. Since that time she had written in a cursive like 
horizontal line. 
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Joshua 
Joshua is the child of William and Rachael Hayden. Joshua was 
a shy and retiring child. He observed on the periphery of the 
group. Joshua often exhibited a calm, listening behavior during 
group circle reading. In the three and a half years of collected 
field notes and videotapes, Joshua exhibited more paying attention 
behavior than any other child during story readings. He was always 
a cooperative child. He had been read to since birth and nightly 
reading was a bed time ritual. His mother and Ayana reported that 
Joshua requested the same book frequently and enjoyed filling in the 
refrains. 
Mary 
Mary is the child of Jacob and Sally Travers. Mary was 
frequently found in the book corner. She chose to read or to be 
read to over all other activities. Mary was a highly emotional and 
sensitive child. The observational data indicate that Mary 
frequently exhibited maternalistic behaviors. Mary had been read to 
since she was two months old and nightly reading was a ritual in her 
household. Mary enjoyed writing and was particularly proud of a 
large poster she wrote for the parent work day in the last year of 
the study. Frequently Mary wrote herself notes and attached them to 
her cubby as a reminder to bring something from home. 
Matthew 
Matthew is the child of Richard and Ann Courtney. Matthew was 
child. He appeared to be very much a physically active, gregarious 
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interested in fantasy play, at which he seemed adept either in a 
group or by himself. The observational data indicate that Matthew 
used a great deal of language in this fantasy play. Matthew ex¬ 
hibited a clear memory for details. He had been read to since birth 
and reading to him was a nightly ritual. Matthew has attended plays 
and puppet shows since he was twenty months old. 
Virginia 
Virginia is the child of Howard and Lena Brown. Virginia was 
a socially mature child. She was the most independent and self- 
sufficient child in her class. Virginia enjoyed music and learned 
the words to songs easily. She, like Mary, was a highly emotional 
and sensitive child. Virginia had been read to from birth, and ap¬ 
peared to regard herself as a reader. Her mother reported that she 
frequently lined up her dolls and stuffed animals and read to them. 
Virginia was often the class leader in classroom activities. 
Adult Interaction in the Meaning Making Process 
Throughout the three and a half years of the study children 
were required to come together in an organized manner for group 
circle time in the morning, to eat lunch, and to take naps. Outside 
of these times children were free to come and go as they pleased, to 
select activities they were interested in, and to initiate other ac¬ 
tivities. Adults served as facilitators and monitors; they did not 
dominate most activities. The day was very flexible outside of 
these organized times. 
Upon arrival in the morning there would be several activities 
115 
in which children could choose to engage. Examples are: writing, 
painting, sand play, water play, blocks, cooking, books, experi¬ 
ments, dramatic play, kitchen area, doll area, etc. During the 
first year of the study morning circle took place before breakfast. 
In subsequent years it took place after breakfast and in the last 
year of the study it occurred before the children went outside for 
morning play. The children themselves voiced this preference at 
circle and the group decided that circle would take place before 
their going outside since in that way it would not interfere with 
other activities they were doing. Circle time was always charac¬ 
terized by book reading and class discussion. Sometimes it featured 
reading child-dictated stories, play production, puppet shows, 
storytelling or special events such as parent visits to demonstrate 
cultural traditions such as the cooking of ethnic foods or visits 
from community people such as firefighters or police officers. 
Children had lunch at noon. From 12:45 to 2:00 children had 
nap. In the last year of the study, they had quiet time during 
which children could read books, write notes, or draw pictures while 
lying or sitting on their mats. Children were read to or told a 
story at the beginning of nap time. In the last year of the study, 
CHARLOTTE’S WEB was read chapter by chapter, in preparation for a 
field trip to see the play which was to be produced by a local 
children’s theater. 
The observational data suggest that initially adults played a 
major part in shaping the literacy events in the classroom. They 
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selected print to be decoded, produced print, helped the children to 
comprehend its use and meaning, and encouraged children to interact 
with print. For example during October of the first year of the 
study Ayana, the head teacher, would write down a word on a piece of 
oak tag and children would tape the word on the reciprocal object: 
chairs, tables, bathroom, fish tank, etc. Those children who were 
interested in this activity would participate with one word a day. 
When casually questioned as to why Ayana employed this procedure she 
responded that it was an easy way to get children to realize that 
print carried the message. She felt that they would just see the 
ordinary things in their environments labeled and associate print 
with that object. In this way Ayana initiated the literacy event, 
controlled the print that was to be decoded and helped the children 
make literate meaning in this event. This was something that was 
done as an ordinary part of day care life. By the last year of the 
study Bob and Mary had taken the initiative and decided to label 
many of the objects in the classroom so they could remember how to 
write the words. 
My observations indicate that initially Ayana made the 
literacy decisions for group circle reading. She decided when, how, 
and which books were to be read to the children. When the children 
arrived at Green Acres, Ayana initiated their socialization to group 
circle reading. The following literacy event was indicative of what 
was happening at the day care center in the fall of the first year 
of the study. 
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11/3 Green Acres 9:06 a.m. 
Virginia comes and tells roe we are going to sing songs. 
I ask what she would like to read about. She states, 
"monsters!" 
Joshua says "dogs." 
Ayana begins to read ONE FISH, TWO FISH, RED FISH, BLUE 
FISH. Not all children are present at circle yet. 
Matthew, Virginia, Joshua and Holly are there. The 
work study student carries two children to circle. 
Ayana, "Peg can you see the fish?" Peg is playing with 
her rug square. Peg looks up and walks up and points 
to a fish. Peg sits in Ayana’s lap. 
Ayana asks children to point to red fish, then blue 
fish. Ralph and Allan point. 
Other children look about. 
Ayana asks students to fill in words. 
Virginia, "sun," 
Joshua, "hat." 
Holly leaves for the toys. Matthew goes to the 
climber. The work study student attempts to pursue 
them. 
Ayana, "How many fingers do I see? How many do you 
have?" No response from the children. 
Holly moves to the breakfast table. 
Ayana says "Holly, come look." Holly sits at table. 
Joshua and Virginia move up and point to objects in the 
book that Ayana mentions. 
Ayana, "What is this?" Children come up and point and 
label objects. Ayana, "Please sit down on your rug 
squares." 
Holly who has been milling about the class returns to 
the breakfast table. Matthew has moved and is playing 
in front of a mirror behind the teacher. 
Ayana says, "Matthew, come look." Matthew continues to 
look in the mirror. 
Joshua silently observes the reading. 
Matthew crosses the circle to the breakfast table. 
Virginia and Bossy make believe they are drumming on 
the floor. 
Ayana points out what is happening in the text, He 
burns his hot dogs." 
Joshua imitates Virginia and drums. 
Matthew roams about room but returns to the breakfast 
table. 
Holly attempts to follow him but is prevented by the 
work study student. 
Virginia plays with the laces on her shoes. 
Joshua watches closely. 
Ayana, "Can you tell me what she is doing? 
Joshua, "Combing her hair." 
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Ayana, "Does she have a lot of hair?" No response. 
Ayana, O.K. everyone sit up." 
Matthew and Virginia are at the climber. 
Joshua tries to go to the breakfast table and is 
prevented by the work study student. 
Virginia moves to the work study student's lap. 
Matthew brings out blocks. 
Peg and Holly eat breakfast by themselves. 
Virginia makes faces at me. 
Ayana, "Are we going to sleep now? What are we going 
to do? Breakfast, would everyone like to go to 
breakfast?" Children do not respond. There are five 
children eating at the breakfast table. 
This event suggests that initially circle was not a literacy 
event but a socializing event. Circle was used to indoctrinate 
children to a teacher controlled classroom. The observational data 
suggest that the teacher strove to socialize the children to the 
rules for circle participation (come when called, speak in turns, 
focus attention, sit and listen). The teacher was also trying to 
help children make meanings of this literacy event by engaging them 
in the story. The teacher tried to employ an interactive process of 
questioning the students and trying to get them to repeat after her. 
The children did not enable the adult to take meaning from books at 
this time. The children were not socialized in understanding that 
one was to construct meaning in this new environment or understood 
it but chose not to do so. They rarely responded to the teacher's 
questions or requests to label. The field notes indicate that 
children were evidently unaware that they were expected to focus 
their attention on this book reading event. Children looked at each 
other, played with rug squares, or exited to the climber. By the 
end of this particular reading five children were sitting at the 
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breakfast table. Virginia came to get the researcher for circle but 
expected to sing songs. However this illustrates that Virginia was 
socialized to the call for circle. 
Prior to the children's arrival at Green Acres they had only 
experienced reading in their respective homes, usually during an in¬ 
timate situation on a parent's lap. Suddenly upon coming to day 
care, they were being required to come to group circle and being 
required to pay attention during a storytime they did not initiate 
nor select. Originally children were confused by large group circle 
reading and were reluctant to participate. It was a new experience 
and children did not yet understand the rules for participation. 
Also circle was held before breakfast and the children were either 
hungry or involved in other activities. In October of the first 
year of the study teachers frequently resorted to forcefully carry¬ 
ing children to circle. Some children, Virginia and Matthew for ex¬ 
ample, did not expect to be forced into something they did not 
choose. In contrast if a teacher sat down to read with a child s/he 
would immediately be surrounded by other children interested in 
reading. This suggests that children were willing to accept gentle 
guidance if it was not forced upon them. It was the pressurized 
listening which children resisted. After a few weeks of this be¬ 
havior, teachers began to assess what was happening and began to 
give the children five minute warnings before circle time was to 
begin. Warnings consisted of a verbal announcement and flicking of 
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the lights. That fall witnessed the most examples of inattentive 
behavior. 
Just one month later the observational data indicate that 
children were beginning to respond to the cues the teacher modeled 
for circle socialization. The reading on December 13 of the first 
year of the study was indicative of how the circle was gradually 
changing from this socializing agent for adult control to a literacy 
event. 
12/13 first year of the study Green Acres 9:10 a.m. 
I sit at circle alone waiting for it to begin. 
Virginia comes over and hands me a book and requests 
"Read.” Joshua immediately comes, looks at the book 
and sits waiting for me to read and in anticipation of 
circle. Ayana has just announced circle will begin in 
five minutes and flicks the lights. Holly tells Ayana, 
"No, Paper with Matt." indicating that she is pasting 
paper with Matthew. Matthew tells Ayana "No" and runs 
away to the other side of the room. Ayana carries Mat¬ 
thew to circle. 
Holly comes slowly. Ayana begins by holding the book 
towards the children. "Look, A GREAT DAY FOR UP." 
All children now at circle sitting on rug squares. 
Ayana begins to read. 
Ayana questions "Joshua, do you see the sun?" 
Joshua "Yeah!" 
Ralph moves closer 
Teacher, "Who has ears, Virginia?" 
Virginia, "a bunny." 
Ayana reads "A great day for up." 
Joshua runs up and points to the rabbits. 
Virginia insists "I read too." and sits beside Ayana. 
Ayana, "Matthew, do you see the frogs?" 
Matthew responds, "No frogs," but moves closer to the 
book. 
Holly has moved to the climber not paying attention and 
Ayana addresses her "Holly, see the people."^ 
Holly responds from the climber "Up, up, up!" 
Ayana, "Matthew can you see the kites?" 
Matthew moves up and points to the kites. He points to 
the feet in the book, "feet mommy, mommy feet." f| 
(Addressed to me) He points to birds "higher, higher. 
Holly comes off of the climber and runs over to the 
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book and points to the birds, "See, birds." 
Ayana asks Ann to turn the page and she does. 
Joshua, Holly and Virginia all quite close to book now. 
Matthew gets up and passes out other books. Work study 
student stops this. 
Virginia starts to crawl across the circle. 
Ayana immediately questions Virginia "Virginia, where 
are the bikes? Who's going up on trees?" 
Virginia turns, walks to the book and points to the 
people. 
Holly in moving back to the climber, blocks Virginia's 
vision for an instant and Virginia pulls Holly down 
next to her. Virginia has the two of them move closer. 
Joshua stands and shows off his belly. 
Matthew moves closer to the book and exclaims "wheels, 
wheels." Ayana turns the page and Matthew continues 
"donkeys, balloons, balloons." Matthew moves so he is 
right on top of the book now and exclaims "flags, 
flags," points to flags while turning to group "flags, 
see." 
Teacher reads "a great day," interrupted by Matthew, "I 
want this one." (points to something I can't see.) 
Virginia starts to move away from the circle. 
Ayana asks "Virginia, do you see the elephants?" 
Virginia comes close and points to the elephants. 
Ayana "Matthew, do you see the elephants?" 
Matthew on top of the book still and points to the 
elephants and then the birds and vocalizes "birds," and 
"sleep guy." 
Ayana questions, "Matthew, is there someone sleeping in 
bed?" 
Matthew responds "sleep bed." 
Virginia has moved to the side and pretends to be talk¬ 
ing on a play phone but still intently listens and 
watches the story. 
Holly sits quietly and focuses on the reading. 
Joshua pays close attention and says "sleep." 
Ayana closes the reading. 
Matthew jumps up and exclaims "bye, bye up." 
Ayana begins to discuss the weather with the children 
and relates it to the book. She says that its "sunny 
out just like in the book. Does it make you happy and 
want to go out and play?" 
The children respond "Yes," as a group. 
Ayana questions how the children would feel if it were 
raining outside. Virginia responds "sad." The other 
children sit and listen. Ayana states, "The man in the 
book was happy to go out and play in the sun. How 
would he feel if it was raining?" Virginia responds 
"sad." 
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They then discuss what songs they will sing. 
The meaning making process here became an interactive process 
between Ayana and the children. Ayana and the children collaborated 
together to make the necessary meaning. Circle time was no longer 
characterized by total adult control but more of an interactive 
meaning making process. Once children were socialized to the rules 
for participation for group circle, circle became more of a literacy 
event. Through a series of questions and answers, and continually 
refocusing the children, Ayana and the children acted together to 
create meaning. The teacher clarified and expanded meaning by in¬ 
teracting with the children to develop meaning from books. In the 
story reading the teacher fine-tuned listening for the children. 
She would respond to the children on the spot. This fine-tuning and 
responding in an interactive process influenced the child's degree 
of participation and the extent of meaning making that occurred. 
The teacher had the children label and point to focus their atten¬ 
tion. Children expressed their interest by moving close, pointing, 
laughing, responding to the teacher's questions, repeating words the 
teacher read, and exclaiming what went on in the illustrations. 
This type of participatory behavior became more prevalent each time 
the children took in the rules for circle socialization and group 
reading that the teacher modeled. The teacher modeled the accept¬ 
able behavior and gently insisted that the children exhibit it. 
This type of collaborative story reading interaction was charac¬ 
teristic of all subsequent readings throughout the study. 
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Matthew (26 months) had been reluctant to come to this read¬ 
ing. The teacher forcefully carried him to the circle. When she 
initially tried to entice him to the story he responded by saying, 
"No frogs," making it clear he was not interested. Eventually with 
the teacher’s prodding and questioning, he became an active, verbal 
participant. When Virginia’s (26 months) attention waivered the 
teacher refocused her with a question. The teacher successfully at¬ 
tempted to refocus Holly (21 months) from the climber. It was not 
until Matthew displayed his enthusiasm with pointing and vocalizing 
that Holly came down from the climber and participated. When 
Holly’s attention waivered again it was Virginia who refocused her. 
This literacy event demonstrates the beginnings of peers socializing 
each other as evidenced by Matthew's and Virginia’s affect on Holly, 
Virginia also was the model for the other children in the meaning 
making discussion after the reading. Peer socialization will be 
discussed in the next section. 
Gradually I witnessed less of the persuasion and refocusing to 
pay attention at circle and more of the children eagerly participat¬ 
ing. The children absorbed the rules for circle participation and 
took on leader and organizer roles as demonstrated in the following 
examples. By late November of the first year of the study, Matthew 
(25 months) had become the class heralder calling the group to 
circle by saying, "Want to read, want to read? Come!" By April of 
the first year of the study Virginia (30 months) was shushing 
everyone who was not ready to pay attention, "Be quiet so we can 
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hear!" In December of the first year, Joshua (23 months) was 
usually the first one at circle waiting eagerly for story reading. 
He took time to pick what he suspected would be the best seat for 
viewing the illustrations. For Joshua, as for all the children, il¬ 
lustrations were the major key to paying attention and comprehend¬ 
ing. The primary reason for story interruptions throughout the 
study was a demand for visual cues. 
It is important to note here that the individual teacher's 
reading styles had different effects on the children. The ways 
readers used their voices, showed pictures, developed interactions, 
expressed their attitudes and used eye contact all had an effect on 
how the children responded to the story being read. 
As the year progressed children were further socialized to 
literacy learning by the adults who surrounded them. The field 
notes indicate that behavior had gone from the constant goings and 
comings from circle to participation, intent listening and an eager¬ 
ness for story reading. By March 7 of the first year children were 
invited into the decision making process of the classroom and were 
able to vote on whether they wanted to sing a song or read a book. 
The group unanimously selected story reading. That April 19 when 
presented with two books, Mercer Mayer's LITTLE MONSTER AT SCHOOL 
and the African folk tale ANASI THE SPIDER, the children were able 
to vote a selection. The observational data suggest that children 
would select stories they liked over and over again and read 
chorally with the teacher. 
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My observations indicate that initially the teacher was the 
initiator and controller of group circle time. Gradually children 
began to take over the selection process and the various roles in 
the literacy events. The children were active agents in changing 
the teachers’ behaviors. Children were coming to understand the 
uses of print. They were beginning to internalize the uses of read¬ 
ing and writing which were being modeled by the teacher. The obser¬ 
vational data suggest that as the children became more socialized to 
group circle reading and understood what to expect at circle and how 
to act, the teachers became more relaxed. When the teachers relaxed 
they became more attuned to what the children needed and wanted. 
They became more adept at following the children’s leads. 
By spring of the first year of the study the Book Handling in¬ 
terview gave evidence that each student knew that books are to be 
read. The five children all individually claimed that they could 
read. Only Matthew showed correctly where to begin reading. The 
other children flipped to the middle of the book and usually pointed 
to a picture. When questioned what was inside a book they all 
focused on the picture that was on the cover of the book being used 
(ducks, dogs, etc.). No child clearly understood left to right 
directionality in regard to print, but all understood that you 
turned the page to continue reading and realized that when you read 
you went in one direction. Each subsequent year that I used the 
Book Handling interview, it gave further evidence that children un¬ 
derstood how books worked. During the last year of the study, Mary 
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(46 months) actually took the book and began a pretend reading with 
it. 
By that spring of the first year of the study all the children 
joined in by reading chorally and some actually imitated the 
teachers' use of books. Virginia and Holly could often be found 
holding up the pictures of their books so others could see. As 
early as February of the first year Holly (23 months) was insisting 
on having her own book. She expected to read as the teacher read at 
circle, to turn the page as the teacher turned the page. She ex¬ 
pected to make meaning with the teacher by directly emulating the 
teacher. This displaying of the art in picture books became such a 
problem and distraction for Virginia, Holly and the other children 
at circle that the girls were asked to stop. The compromise became 
that the children would sit on their books during actual circle 
time. Since circle was no longer an avenue for displaying what they 
saw to be reading behaviors, Virginia and Holly at other times could 
frequently be found gathering a small group around them and display¬ 
ing pictures to the group. Virginia (28 months) would place herself 
in a small rocking chair and insist that her peer group quietly fol¬ 
low the story that she pretended to read while clearly displaying 
the pictures to her audience. "Can everyone see this?" Virginia 
questioned while moving the book literally across everyone’s eyes. 
Child readers were careful to make sure that their peers could al¬ 
ways see the pictures. This was not always the case with adult 
readers and was also the most frequent reason children complained at 
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circle throughout the study. 
Children were selecting books and finding adults to read these 
books to them. By late November of the first year Virginia (25 
months) was bringing particular books to circle and insisting her 
choice be read. By that December she was demanding that I read 
books to her. Virginia made it quite clear saying, "You grown-up. 
You read so here, read!" This behavior continued for the two years 
I observed Virginia at the center. Virginia’s eventual initiating 
of reading to me will be discussed later. 
The observational data indicate that by the second year of the 
study children were acting out their favorite stories. BILLY GOATS 
GRUFF was a favorite. That fall, children began incorporating it 
into their play on the playground and brought it inside to the 
classroom. The children were the initiators here and the teacher 
served as the facilitator to this interest. Children followed this 
up by putting on WHO’S IN RABBIT'S HOUSE as a full production for 
the other children at the day care center in the spring of the 
second year of the study. The children had been requesting the 
reading of the story constantly. At one point Ayana had casually 
complained to me because the children would not allow another story 
to be read at circle for a week period. Ayana suggested that they 
might like to act it out as a play and with Ayana’s guidance the 
children took command, making masks, assigning and learning parts, 
inviting other classrooms, setting up a stage, a house, and chairs 
In this production the teacher served as in- for the audience. 
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itiator only for the suggestion and then found herself following the 
children's leads. The literacy experience itself did occur within a 
social interaction with an adult reader and peers. However, unlike 
the observations of Cochran-Smith (1984), the childrens' experiences 
with books clearly needed to be looked at apart from the reading it- 
sslf. Children responded to books over time and in different ways 
as evidenced by the acting out of THE THREE BILLY GOATS GRUFF. The 
children initiated the response to this particular book on the 
playground apart from the actual reading interaction. If the 
teacher had not been aware of what was happening outside of the ac¬ 
tual story reading she would not have been able to pick up on the 
children's response of acting out the text. This was an example of 
children learning in the crevices of classroom life. 
My observations indicate that in the second year of the study 
the children were being exposed to more storytelling. I had con¬ 
ducted a workshop for the staff on storytelling in September of the 
second year of the study. Storytelling abounded in the classrooms. 
I did storytelling and teachers told stories. Most stories were 
told as participation stories and the children loved these. There 
was only one full scale production of a storytelling where the 
children sat mesmerized but did not participate. The children had 
favorite stories and requested them often. John told the Jay 
O'Callahan story of BUBBLE TROUBLE and the students associated him 
with that. On the first day of the opening semester in the third 
year of the study Mary was standing at the gate requesting that I 
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come in and tell BUBBLE TROUBLE because John was no longer their 
teacher and "someone really needed to tell it." I had taught the 
teachers the Danish folk tale THE FAT CAT and it became popular in 
all classrooms. In the telling, the cat pretends to eat the 
children at circle. Eventually the children could be found telling 
the tale on the playground and pretending to eat one another. Again 
one sees that the teacher began as the initiator and meaning making 
person with the children for events which were quickly taken over by 
the children. 
To see how this collaborative process advanced, one of the 
last video taping sessions in November of the fourth year of the 
study offers an excellent example. 
November 6 fourth year of the study Green Acres 11:05 
a.m. 
Ayana, "This story is called MY MOM CAN’T READ. Has 
anyone heard of a mom who can't read?" 
Children answer in unison, "no" 
Ayana reads. 
Ayana, "why do you think she didn’t tell her daughter 
she couldn't read?" There is no response from the 
children. "If I gave you a letter would you read it?" 
Katie, "No I couldn’t." Brian, "no how!" 
Matthew, "No." ^ 
Ayana, "So what would you do with it?" 
Bob, "Put it away." 
Brian, "Put it down." (the mother in the story puts the 
school message down.) 
Ayana, "Would you put it down or give it to someone 
else to read?" 
Tricia, "Somebody else." 
Ayana, "Usually you would give it to your Mom or Dad to 
read to you, right?" 
Bob, "yes" t . . . 
Matthew and Mary shake their heads yes. 
Ir^the^ook the little girl goes to the doctor's office 
Brian immediately interrupts, "I went to the Doctor s 
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office the other day. I got ray finger pricked." 
Matthew Me too." Brian, "Me too. I got a shot, it 
hurt." 
Tricia, "I got my finger pricked too." 
Mary moves to look at pictures and talks while she's 
moving towards Ayana "I go to the doctor's too." 
Alex (who has just returned to school from being sick.) 
"I even went to the hospital." 
Ayana continues reading. The mother and daughter get 
on the wrong bus. 
Ayana, "Who reads signs on buses for you?" 
Brian, "Me, I read my own bus signs." 
Tricia, "I read my own. 
Helen, "Me, me, me!" 
Ayana, "Helen, Brian and Tricia read their own bus 
signs." 
Alex, "me too." 
Ayana, "Can you get to Su (Brian's home town) reading 
bus signs?" 
Brian, "yes." 
Bob begins pointing out all the signs in the room. 
Ayana, "Right there are signs." 
Ernie begins to spell out loud "B-L-O-C-K-S." 
Brian goes up to the sign and spells "B-L-O-C-K-S." 
Ernie calls out "Blocks." 
Brian moves over to another sign and is spelling out 
the words. 
Ayana, "Do you know what the sign says?" 
Bob calls out "No guns in school" (sign Brian has 
made.) 
Brian, "Hey, I was going to say it." 
Ernie continues with the sign under Brian's sign, 
finger pointing as he is reading. "If you use it for a 
gun you lose it. No guns in school." 
The class reads the other signs in the room. 
Ayana refocuses the children back to the book so they 
can finish the story. They refocus immediately. 
Ayana must interrupt herself to address Bob fooling in 
the blocks. Children yell at him, "BOB, BOB!" They 
are angry for the interruption. Mary turns and tells 
Bob, "Be quiet. We want to hear the story." 
Ayana continues the story without interruption. 
There is no time for discussion because children hurry 
to have a little time outside before lunch. 
At the lunch tables that day children initiated a discussion of how 
the little girl and mother in the story were going to learn to read. 
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Again we see children responding to a story outside of the actual 
story interaction. It was evident from this that children had 
thought of the story while out on the playground and together with 
Ayana at the lunch table were making meaning of the text. The 
children and Ayana had collaborated during the literacy event to 
make meaning but apparently this meaning needed to be extended in 
order for the children to fully understand. The children initiated 
the discussion and Ayana expanded their knowledge through the dis¬ 
cussion. In a casual conversation with me, Ayana said that the 
children were continuing to respond to this particular story 
throughout the week by focusing much more on signs in the classroom 
as well as signs they were reading in the outside world. Katie made 
a sign for the outside playground which said "No chasing. 
There was very little need to refocus the children to the 
story. Ayana refocused the children after Bob had initiated the 
sign reading in the room. The only other interruption was to 
refocus Bob, and the children let him know that they were angry for 
this interruption. The children actively participated with each 
other and Ayana in order to create meaning in this literacy event. 
Ayana began questioning strategies which she felt would help the 
children to bring more meaning to the text and the children directed 
this line of questioning by their responses. Meaning was negotiated 
according to what the listeners understood and what the reader as¬ 
sumed this understanding to be. It was no longer simply a process 
of children answering questions but also children initiat' g 
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sequences as Brian did concerning a doctor visit to make meanings 
for himself as well as his peers. Bob also initiated a long 
sequence to help himself and his peers make sense of the text. 
Ayana encouraged the children to use their world knowledge to make 
sense of the text both in the actual reading interaction and later 
at lunch table discussions. 
Summary 
It seemed that the children had come full circle. As they had 
entered day care they had resisted coming to group meeting and 
making sense out of storyreading. Children did not yet understand 
the rules for participation in this event. Initially circle had 
been used as a socializing event that indoctrinated children to an 
adult controlled environment. Once the rules for participation were 
understood by the children circle became a literacy event. As early 
as the winter of the first year of the study the children were not 
only eagerly coming to circle but expecting and demanding to be read 
to, were able to make book selections, act out books, and read books 
on their own. The shift was gradually made from adult controlled 
literacy events and the meaning making process to children making 
meaning collaborating with adults. Initially the teacher focused 
the children to the reading by asking them to label and point. As 
the children absorbed more literacy information they began to take 
more control of this literacy meaning making process. Children 
would respond by bringing in their own world knowledge to help them¬ 
selves and others make meaning of the text. The teacher in this 
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study began by guiding the children and was eventually guided by the 
children. The children with Ayana actively created meaning coopera¬ 
tively together. The collaborative meaning making process remained 
prevalent throughout the study but the degree to which the adult or¬ 
ganized and orchestrated the meaning making process lessened sig¬ 
nificantly. The interactive nature of all literacy events provided 
a stimulus for the children to enter and participate in the meaning 
making process. 
Peer Socialization in the Meaning Making Process 
The second common theme identified in the study was the peer 
socialization process which began emerging in the first year of the 
study and grew significantly stronger each year as the children ma¬ 
tured. It was at its height in the last year of the study. 
Literacy learning was a complex movement among the children, the 
adults and the school wide culture. The activities of literacy 
learning were most influenced by the mutual social relationships be¬ 
tween children and their peers. 
Children served as models, supports and partners in the mean¬ 
ing making process. These three threads will serve as the organiz¬ 
ing frame for the peer socialization theme. The first thread, which 
is the most prevalent, is children as models in the meaning making 
process. The second thread is children as supports in the meaning 
making process. The third thread is children as partners in the 
meaning making process. Children were at one and the same time 
models and supports as well as models and partners. In cases where 
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children acted in both capacities simultaneously, each thread will 
be addressed but in the thread of the major importance. 
Children as Models 
Children served as models for other children. In this role 
the child set an example which his/her peers often imitated. 
The observational data suggest that Virginia was often the 
class leader from whom children took their cues. In circle reading 
Virginia usually led choral reading, exhibited the gestures that 
went along with the text, and imitated the teacher’s reading be¬ 
havior. The observational data indicate that the children usually 
followed Virginia s leads. Holly was greatly influenced by Virginia 
the year and a half they were together at the day care center. 
Holly was the youngest in the class and Virginia was one of the 
oldest children. They both arrived at the day care center at 8:15 
in the morning. Holly began to rely on Virginia. When Virginia 
moved closer to the book Holly did, when Virginia left circle so did 
Holly. When Virginia began to imitate Ayana’s book behaviors Holly 
quickly followed. On March 26 of the first year of the study, Vir¬ 
ginia at twenty nine months old wandered over to the other classroom 
and insisted on reading to two three year old girls. The following 
incident took place. 
Virginia in a loud voice, ”1 want to read. My turn to 
read." One of the little girls attempts to take the 
book away from Virginia. Virginia pulls the book back 
towards herself. "I'm going to read." 
Virginia begins to look at the story clearly displaying 
the pictures to her audience of two girls. Pam, the 
three year old group's teacher, comes over and asks 
some questions. She begins to help Virginia read the 
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story. 
Pam, "How many white ducks are there?" 
Virginia points to the ducks and counts each white 
duck. Virginia tells one of the girls "Do it!" 
The three year old counts the ducks pointing to each 
one. She is joined by the other child. Pam is called 
away. Virginia finishes showing the pictures. One of 
the three year olds tries to take the book and Virginia 
quickly responds "I'm looking at it." The two three 
year olds leave. Virginia sees me on the side and in¬ 
sists that I sit and she will read to me and then I can 
read to her. Just as she begins to read, counting and 
pointing to the ducks, she decides she has to leave to 
go to the bathroom. 
These field notes demonstrate that Virginia saw herself as a reader 
at an early age and usually could be found with an audience gathered 
around her. For Virginia as well as all of the children at this 
time, illustrations told the story and were the most important. She 
interpreted the text for the older children through the illustra¬ 
tions and unsuccessfully imitated the interactive process of the 
group circle reading. Virginia attempted to imitate the teacher’s 
questioning strategy but employed more of a command strategy for the 
child to participate, "Do it!" Unlike the teacher, however, Vir¬ 
ginia did not intend to follow the children's cues but expected them 
to follow hers. She saw her peers as a wonderful audience to make 
meaning. Meaning to her was made by looking at pictures and telling 
the story. Even when she was looking at books by herself the obser¬ 
vational data suggest that she usually lined up dolls and stuffed 
animals and pretended to read to them. In the parent interview, 
Lena, Virginia's mother, talked at length of how Virginia needed 
stimulation, that she could not play by herself but felt she needed 
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someone else in the room to interact with her even if that someone 
else was her stuffed animals and dolls. Lena also reported that 
Virginia continued this book behavior by insisting on reading to her 
older brother and younger neighbors. 
It seemed Virginia could not make meaning unless she had an 
audience. In the fourth year of the study Lena reported in her 
parent interview that if Virginia was reading a book with which she 
was very familiar she would "read" sentences as they were recorded 
in the text. Lena was unsure if Virginia was really recognizing the 
words or relying on her memory. However, Lena reported that on 
their last trip to the library Virginia had taken out a book that as 
far as Lena knew she was not familiar with and read to her younger 
neighbor and was on target for several of the words. 
By November of the second year of the study Holly (32 months), 
as well as the other children, looked to Virginia (37 months) as a 
reader. In the middle of an interactive story reading with John on 
November 20 during the second year, Holly and Virginia were fighting 
over a book at circle. 
John asks Holly "Can you listen to the story?" 
Holly shakes her head yes and turns to Virginia and in¬ 
sists that Virginia read to her. "I want you to read 
it." Virginia immediately removes her book from under 
her and imitates John. She holds the book up in front 
of Holly's face making sure she could see. 
John intervenes and states "I want people to put books 
and things away. Books are OK at circle until they 
keep you from paying attention." 
Holly and Virginia sit on their books. Virginia gives 
Holly a hug... 
As soon as circle is over Virginia goes and sits in the 
rocking chair and begins to read the book used at 
circle by herself. Holly immediately joins her along 
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with Alice, Mary and Peg. Virginia stands making sure 
everyone can see the pictures and gives a close fac¬ 
simile of the story. At one point there is too much 
noise coming from the classroom on the other side and 
Virginia goes to the dividing gate and calls over 
"Quiet, Shhh! We're reading here." 
Virginia then returns to reading. 
Children exclaim about pictures. The book is I CAN DO 
IT BY MYSELF. They begin a discussion of what each can 
do by themselves. 
Mary, "I can dress myself." 
Peg, "eat by myself." 
Alice, inaudible. Group breaks up. 
There was no teacher intervention here. Children were making mean¬ 
ing together by themselves. Virginia was the reader and the other 
children were the collaborators. Virginia played the controlling 
role as evidenced by asking the other class to quiet down. However, 
she was more active in the collaboration that went on in the discus¬ 
sion here than she had been a few months earlier. This seemed to be 
a direct imitation of the adult behaviors exhibited at circle time. 
If the class had not been preparing to go outside for play it seems 
safe to surmise that this discussion might well have continued. 
When I casually questioned John and Ayana as to whether or not they 
were aware of what was going on in that small circle, neither was. 
This is an example of peers making meaning with peers in the 
crevices of everyday classrooms. The field notes suggest that as 
the children matured and developed close personal ties to other 
children much learning went on in the crevices of classrooms that 
teachers were not aware of. 
On February 14 of the second year of the study Holly (35 
months) insisted on having her own book at circle and also on 
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demonstrating to others the teacher’s book behaviors. Holly used 
circle time to hold up her own book and showed everyone the pictures 
as the teacher showed the pictures. The teacher prevented this be¬ 
havior from continuing by having a work study student sit with 
Holly. When the circle was over Holly went around organizing a 
small group of children to read to. She fought with Matthew who was 
sitting in the rocking chair saying that she needed it to read. 
Once the rocking chair was in her possession she immediately sat in 
it and began to show the small collected group, Alice, Peg, and 
Mary, the pictures. ’’See, look." Turned the page. "Look, here," 
She continued turning the pages and displaying the pictures. When 
the story was over the group dispersed. Holly’s performance 
directly paralleled Virginia's rocking chair and all. Although she 
did not do a verbal story rendition, this episode suggests that she 
understood storying to be the displaying of pictures and capturing 
meaning from the pictures. Holly fully participated in the interac¬ 
tive story collaborations at circle but was unable to imitate that 
behavior at this time. Like Virginia, Holly seemed to want an 
audience to make meaning. Unlike Virginia, she could not yet estab¬ 
lish an interactive collaboration. This episode suggests that she 
saw herself as the one who displayed the pictures and the controller 
of the text. 
The children served as role models for each other in their 
book making experiences. The children made their first books in 
February of the second year of the study. Ayana had cut small con- 
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struction paper books out and stapled them together. She gave each 
child a book and suggested that they could do with them what they 
wanted. Matthew (40 months) drew a few pictures quickly "there, all 
done!" left and went to play with blocks. Joshua (37 months) drew 
on the front cover and inside filled two pages, one a picture of a 
birthday cake and the other a picture of a candle blown out. He an¬ 
nounced "a birthday book." His book carried the same theme 
throughout just like a book although short. He stayed casually 
watching the others but did not put anything else in his book. 
Bossy (39 months), Alice (42 months), Mary (37 months), and Virginia 
(40 months) sat together discussing the different colored markers 
each was using in her books. Bossy, Virginia and Alice put the let¬ 
ters of their names and the letters that they knew on various pages 
throughout the book. They changed the colors of the markers they 
were using on each page. Bossy and Virginia began by writing very 
little letters in the upper left hand corner of the cover. Each 
began to gradually make larger letters on the following pages. In 
the center of the book Virginia and Bossy had written five large A's 
going across the entire page span. Bossy did not have an A in her 
name. Because of the way the A's were set up on the identical pages 
I feel Bossy imitated her work after Virginia’s. The only dif¬ 
ference was the color of their markers. 
Holly (35 months) began to write her book in red. The opening 
cover seemed to be an 0 with an X in the center of it. Holly 
skipped the next four pages but wrote on the last three pages. On 
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the first two pages of this section she had written a horizontal 
cursive-like line across and down the page. When she realized that 
the others were changing markers she went back to the first page of 
horizontal lines and drew a straight black line over her cursive 
looking writing. Virginia had just commented that she was switching 
to orange and Holly quickly picked up an orange marker and made a 
straight orange line through her cursive looking writing and also 
through her black line and finished it off with a pink line. She 
left the second page of this section alone. For the last page of 
the book she resumed writing in red with her cursive looking writ¬ 
ing. She watched closely to see what Virginia was doing and then 
went back to make a few large 0's on the last page. Holly then 
leaned over and showed Virginia what she had done, "Nice, just like 
you." Virginia looked at her and said "Finish!" Holly took her red 
marker turned to the third page of her book made one tiny squiggle 
and promptly left the writing group. 
Each child affected the other child's meaning making process. 
The group worked together carrying on long discussions of what they 
were doing, what letters they were making and particularly what 
colors they were using. Holly labored over her book very carefully 
by herself and then began to closely watch what the others were 
doing, in particular Virginia. Once she realized that what they 
were doing was different she rectified it by changing the colors of 
her markers. When Virginia insisted that Holly finish, Holly added 
her little doodad and left. Bossy emulated Virginia's writing. All 
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of the children worked in an interactive collaborative manner to 
produce meaning. They acted as models and supports. Joshua 
remained an observer on the periphery of the peer group. The 
teacher was really not involved in the group meaning making process. 
She would come over and make sure everything was fine but was in¬ 
volved in the kitchen area with other children. Ayana did collect 
the books at the end, make a big deal about them and displayed them 
around the class. The children looked at the others' work and after 
a few days the children took them home. 
Ayana followed this up a few days later with cutting pictures 
out of magazines and having the children dictate stories about the 
pictures. I was only able to read three of the students' stories, 
Holly having already left the center and Mary refusing to par¬ 
ticipate in this activity. Virginia and Joshua tended to dictate 
exactly what they saw in their pictures at this time. Virginia did 
a little interpretive predicting suggesting that the couple in her 
picture would get married. Joshua related the pictures of the men 
to fathers of the children in the classroom. Matthew dictated his 
as a story. Except for the first sentence he dictated in the third 
person. His story was related to his favorite activity of visiting 
the local ice cream parlor. 
Virginia's (picture of a man and woman at a sound 
synthesizer) , 
A girl. A man. They're going to get married. They re 
going to do typing, (looks like typewriter) 
He wrote a picture. 
Joshua's (picture of 12 men around a car, all with 
white lab coats on.) 
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They are fixing a car. There are a lot of men. 
The car is white. The car looks like it is broken. 
The man with the glasses looks like Matthew's dad. 
The other man looks like Cathy's dad. 
Three people have hats on. 
Matthew's (picture of a woman jogging) 
That's mine mommy. She is jogging. 
She is jogging to downtown. 
She'll go to the ice cream store to get ice cream. 
She likes chocolate ice cream. 
She'll bring chocolate home for Matthew. He likes ice 
cream. 
The children were allowed to select the pictures they wanted. The 
children dictated a story and Ayana wrote it on the side of the pic¬ 
ture and then the children inscribed it as they saw fit. Virginia 
wrote her name at the bottom in conventional form. Joshua inscribed 
the bottom with J's and was careful in further writing not to write 
over any of the writing. Matthew inscribed his with a group of 0's 
at the bottom and wrote over the teacher's writing and then ended in 
a flourish of changing marker colors and making long lines connected 
up and down the page over pictures and writing. These were dis¬ 
played around the room and the children carefully questioned each 
other about what they had dictated. Ayana read many of them at 
circle. Children began to get into writing or at least dictating. 
Matthew's was requested to be read frequently at circle. Several of 
the children attempted to copy Matthew's story mode by selecting 
jogging pictures and dictating stories not necessarily having any¬ 
thing to do with jogging. Virginia particularly liked Matthew's 
story and had an adult read it to her several times over the next 
few days. This was the only time Virginia was influenced by Mat- 
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thew. She emulated his style by making her dictation more story 
like. Virginia began to look for wedding pictures and made up wed¬ 
ding stories. When I casually asked Lena, Virginia's mother, if 
Virginia was in or going to be in a wedding Lena laughed and said 
Virginia was dying to be a bride and wear a long flowing gown. She 
continued that Virginia was doing imaginative play of weddings. The 
data suggest that Virginia was selecting topics that were influenced 
by her dramatic play and secret wishes. Matthew too was selecting 
to do stories of things he especially liked. When I casually ques¬ 
tioned Ayana she stated that Matthew was setting up ice cream par¬ 
lors throughout the class and asking children their favorite flavors 
and dishing it up. The data suggest that children's meaning making 
processes were affected by their interactions with each other and 
especially their interactions in dramatic play. 
Children also served as role models for other children in 
story dictation and dramatization. Just as peers were affecting 
Matthew, he was affecting what went on in his class. At home in 
January of the third year of the study, Matthew (51 months) had 
begun a story book in which he would dictate a story to his mother 
who would write it in his large red book. He was not really writing 
and did not want to be writing but he liked the idea of controlling 
story making. Matthew had asked Ayana to take story dictation from 
him one day in late February and she obliged. Several other 
children watched what was happening. A few days later Matthew again 
requested this activity and Ayana suggested they do it as a group. 
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The children had been exposed to experience stories before but this 
was something different and new. The children had never experienced 
creating their own stories. Matthew usually selected the topic for 
dictation — mostly topics like Masters of the Universe, super¬ 
heroes, wrestling heroes, etc. He would begin the dictation and 
initially did much of the dictation. Matthew was the only child at 
this time to seek out an adult to take story dictation. As the 
children became more exposed to this type of literacy event they 
took over more of the dictation. It became a favorite activity in 
the classroom that spring. By the summer this was an activity Mary 
began to request as a choice. 
That spring during the third year of the study, brought the 
children outside to act out plays. Mary (51 months) and Matthew (54 
months) had been discussing how they had each liked Peter Pan. Both 
had the tape and the book; Matthew had recently seen it on stage and 
Mary had seen a video. They decided to get Dave the work study stu¬ 
dent to help them organize to act out the play. Dave thought it was 
a great idea and Mary and Matthew told him what to do and Dave acted 
as director on the playground. The entire class would daily get in¬ 
volved acting out Peter Pan. Children would use the climbing ap¬ 
paratus and walk the plank. When Dave said "take one” all the 
children would clap their arms together, something that happened "at 
the movies in Hollywood," the children reported according to Dave. 
Children began to take off on the Peter Pan theme and change it ac¬ 
cording to their needs. Mary was usually Wendy. Once when Ernie 
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was Captain Hook he introduced the ability to freeze everyone. This 
was a real favorite and Mary, acting as Peter Pan, was the only per¬ 
son able to break the freezing spell. 
Matthew and Mary took the initiative to get the work study 
student to collaborate with them to make meaning for themselves and 
their peers. This meaning making process was well developed before 
Ayana or Donald realized it was going on. Children would be talking 
about going out to play Peter Pan before they went outside. The 
teachers were really amazed at how far fetched and well established 
this meaning making process became. Imaginative play had always 
gone on in the classroom but not in such an organized fashion that 
was not initiated by the teacher. Dave simply served as a guiding 
force and the children took off with making meaning for themselves. 
During the summer of the third year of the study this activity 
was furthered in Matthew’s house. Matthew went to many children's 
plays. Books were read in advance in preparation for the play. 
That summer Matthew (56 months) began to use his bed as a stage and 
act out plays while his younger sister and his mother sat on chairs 
and watched him bounce around performing superhero bash and boom 
plays. Unconsciously it just came about that he would do a play 
dictation and it would get acted out. 
By fall of the fourth year of the study, Ayana suggested that 
the children dictate their own stories and act them out. She said 
that, Peter Pan was such a hit that she expected this idea to be 
smashing. Matthew (59 months) was already into this mode of thought 
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and so immediately was receptive to the idea. He dictated the first 
play that was acted out in class. The children became absolutely 
fascinated with this. There was great incentive here because if you 
dictated a play you were able to direct the play and select the ac¬ 
tors for the play. They couldn’t wait to dictate a story to be 
acted out. Ayana teased that she needed several other adults in the 
class because so many children wanted to dictate stories. Children 
were lined up waiting turns to have an adult take dictation. 
Children like Ernie (48 months), Bob (57 months), and to a certain 
extent Mary (56 months) and Katie (57 months) decided the lines were 
too long for story dictation and so began writing on their own and 
sought an adult only when help was necessary. Mary and Katie 
usually wrote in partnership. Children also couldn't wait to act 
out the plays. One often heard, "Well if I can’t be someone today I 
want to be someone tomorrow." On October 15 Matthew (60 months) 
came and got Ayana to take story dictation for him because he wanted 
to write a long Star Wars play "chapter by chapter, day by day." 
Matthew dictated at the breakfast table and when Helen asked to be 
in the play Matthew dictated her into the script. The breakfast 
table discussed the play and Matthew took their suggestions using 
some and ignoring others and continued dictating. It was the topic 
of conversation for many children in the class. On October 16 
Joshua (57 months) came to Matthew to discuss language he had used 
in the play and together the two of them went and got Ayana and the 
play. They found what Joshua was talking about and after conferring 
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they changed Matthew's wording to be more like the original Star 
Wars. This went on for a few days and when Matthew finished the 
children acted the play out outside on the climbing apparatus. Mary 
was using Mary Poppins as her jumping off point and dictated several 
plays about Mary Poppins and also plays with a Mary Poppins theme. 
Katie and Mary were into drawing butterflies then and so Katie dic¬ 
tated a butterfly play which the class acted out and requested 
several times. Joshua used television cartoon characters as his 
starting points in story dictation. 
The enthusiasm children exhibited for play dictation and ac¬ 
ting carried itself to the other classroom and to the playground. 
The younger four year olds were requesting story dictation from 
their teachers. The class also took off in organized fantasy play. 
Some of this fantasy play found its way into the children's stories. 
Children discussed their stories with their peers, requested their 
own stories to be read at circle, and demanded that their own 
stories be acted out. children were listening to books and seeing 
movies and imitating some of their writing after these books. The 
observational data suggest that while children were actively dictat¬ 
ing plays they were also looking at picture books more frequently. 
What began as teacher initiated literacy behaviors began to be im¬ 
itated by the children and eventually the children made these be¬ 
haviors their own. Children began to model for their peers as the 
teachers had. 
148 
Peers as Supports 
Initially the support role was one of comforting another 
child. As the children adjusted to the day care center this support 
role expanded to one of assistance and aid. Sometimes support was 
given merely by corroborating in peer initiated discussions. Other 
times it was actually a peer assisting another peer in the meaning 
making process. 
The observational data suggest that initially children were 
very self-centered. Their peers would affect them only when they 
were demonstrating extreme behavior: screaming, crying, kicking, 
biting, or hitting. Most of the children were not aware when they 
came to the day care center that their peers also acted as socializ¬ 
ing agents. The field notes indicate that the children usually 
looked to adults for cues regarding the social rules and regulations 
of the culture. The children were not monitoring their peers be¬ 
haviors at this time unless they were extreme. 
This was not true for Virginia however, who came to the day 
care center as a socially mature child. She seemed not only to be 
aware that her peers could aid her in the meaning making process, 
but expected them to. I believe this could have been a result of 
Virginia's older brother being at the day care center. In the early 
days of transition upon entrance to the day care center Virginia of¬ 
ten went downstairs to her older brother's classroom to be comforted 
by Alan and his classmates, many of whom she knew. Usually this 
comforting consisted of Alan sharing a few books with Virginia. 
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Once she was calm, Alan would return Virginia to her own class and 
again share a book with her. Thus her brother helped ease her 
socialization into the culture of the day care center as well as 
towards print. Virginia eventually imitated this book sharing to 
soothe Holly. 
Although Joshua also had an older sibling in the day care cen¬ 
ter in the same classroom as Virginia's brother, he was so shy and 
retiring that he did not initiate nor did he need his older sister's 
help. Joshua usually entered each morning and sat quietly looking 
at books. He would then observe the happenings in the classroom. 
Joshua approached the socialization process with his usual calmness 
and sat back and observed the adults for cues of cultural behavior. 
In fact, observational data indicated that Joshua remained on the 
sidelines calmly observing during all the years of the study. When 
he was ready, usually after a lengthy observational period, he would 
participate in the cultural life of the center. It seemed he not 
only wanted to learn the correct rules through observation before he 
participated but also intended to adhere to these rules. 
Ayana reported that Holly was the first one to arrive at the 
day care center in the morning and that she clung to Ayana for sup¬ 
port. Holly helped Ayana set up the morning activities. Virginia 
was the second child to arrive at the center so once she was com- 
fortable with her acculturation, she was a support for Holly. Vir¬ 
ginia would sit Holly on her lap and share books with Holly just as 
her brother had done with Virginia. 
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I helped Matthew with his initial socialization to the center 
during the first few months. Upon arrival each morning I would read 
books to him to calm him and make him comfortable. We would usually 
be joined by a few peers who also seemed to respond to this type of 
quiet activity. So although it was evident to me that peers were 
lending support to each other, in this instance none of the children 
seemed aware of it. 
Mary entered at the second year of the study and came to the 
day care center as a very social child who seemed to be looking for 
one particular friend. It was Matthew who Mary latched on to and 
they developed a close friendship that lasted throughout the year. 
Matthew would take books and share them with Mary and her dolls, who 
Mary usually lined up for a reading. Matthew had already faced the 
socialization process the preceding year and helped Mary with this 
process when she came. Matthew was now comfortable in the day care 
center and his relationship with Mary seemed to increase her comfort 
too. 
The observational data indicate that each child in his/her own 
way either used books or had books used with them to socialize them¬ 
selves to the cultural life of the day care center. The books were 
not being used to further literacy skills but because they were an 
effective soothing tool. It seemed children were soothed by print 
in a small intimate situation that was reminiscent of the closeness 
in the home story reading. These exchanges with books and peers il¬ 
lustrate just how important each was in the lives of the children. 
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Only Joshua did not rely on a significant other to help his 
socialization process but relied on his own power of observation. 
When children became comfortable with their acculturation to the 
center the individual personalities of the children began to emerge. 
In January of the second year of the study, I asked Ayana to 
have the children sign their names as they entered the day care cen¬ 
ter each morning. I wanted to know what the children knew about 
print. The sign in sheets were used in the classroom January and 
February and then teachers thought it was too burdensome and ceased 
the activity. The beginning of January the children were scribbling 
on the sheets usually in a horizontal line next to their names. By 
January 16, Alice (41 months) was trying to reproduce her name by 
copying next to each letter. Two days later on the 18th of January 
Alice successfully struggled to reproduce AA11. After intently 
watching what Alice was doing on this day Virginia (39 months) first 
traced over her name and then made a V and a A and a group of I s. 
When she finished she announced "Me too!" That same day Joshua (36 
months), who had been drawing circles up to this point, watched Vir¬ 
ginia closely and patiently and then struggled to form J J. On the 
16th of January Holly (34 months) drew horizontal lines. By watch¬ 
ing what Alice and Virginia were doing she switched to dots by the 
18th of January. Matthew (39 months) refused to write either day. 
By January 19th Virginia had successfully traced her entire name and 
then copied each letter above her name. Alice was absent that day. 
The next day Virginia insisted that Ayana get the sign in sheet for 
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the day before so she could show Alice her accomplishment. On the 
22nd of January, Virginia again traced her name first and then 
copied each letter above her name. She showed increased ability 
each day. Virginia and Alice would tell each other exactly what 
they were drawing at this time. In Virginia’s words, "First a short 
straight line with a dot, I did an I." On the 23rd of January Holly 
colored each individual letter of her name and then drew a big 0 
next to her name imitating Virginia. By the 28th of January Alice 
had not only learned how to write her name but also was beginning to 
learn everyone else s in the class. That day she traced over 
everyone's name in the class. By the 6th of February Virginia was 
copying Alice's name above Alice's name and then next to it by ex¬ 
plaining "same letters" indicating that they shared similar letters 
in their names. By February 8th Virginia was tracing her name and 
writing it with two upside down letters. By the following week she 
was successfully writing her own name, tracing all the other 
children's names, and competing with Alice to see who could write 
the other children's names. Within a month's time Alice and Vir¬ 
ginia were easily writing their own names and attempting to write 
their classmates' names. By that May of the second year Virginia 
and Alice were writing Happy Birthday messages to each other. 
Virginia and Alice used each other as support systems 
throughout the year. They were the two children who could spend 
long periods of time on the sign in sheets. They sought each 
other's approval in their growing writing ability. As partners they 
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each taught the other new letters and words. They cooperatively 
acted together to make meaning. Virginia served as a role model for 
Holly. Holly depended on Virginia, tried to copy the work she did 
and sought her approval. Although initially Holly did not under¬ 
stand the concept of letters, she was aware that writing was dif¬ 
ferent from drawing as evidenced in her horizontal cursive like 
lines. She even furthered this difference by emulating Virginia’s 
behavior and although not tracing the letters, she did color the in¬ 
dividual letters and like Virginia wrote a letter next to her name. 
By continual interactions with Virginia, Holly was successfully 
writing H's in February. Joshua casually observed his peers. He 
did not participate in the writing table conversations or interac¬ 
tions. After intently watching Virginia practice the first letter of 
her name, he successfully but laboriously wrote J J, the first let¬ 
ter of his name. Matthew did not want a thing to do with this 
event. His strategy was to quickly scribble something and to be 
done with the chore so he could escape to fantasy play with Mary. 
Mary also did not have much to do with this event because she was 
heading to fantasy play with Matthew. 
The adults had little to do with this process. They en- 
couraged each child to sign in as they entered. The children did 
what they liked and went on to other activities. Children inter¬ 
acted in this literacy event without the help of teachers and only 
the aid of their peers. Each helped the other who was interested 
roaster the learning they wanted in a crevice of classrooro life. 
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Another major literacy event initiated by the adult meaning 
maker was the introduction of the experience story. In the spring 
of the second year of the study, Ayana periodically would have the 
class write a story at circle, usually about something they saw or 
were discussing. For example when nights were still cold but days 
were warm and sunny in March, she asked them "What do you think will 
happen if I leave this bucket of water outside over night?" She 
wrote down all the children's responses and hung the large sheet of 
white paper in the room. The next day when they returned to school 
the children saw on the porch a bucket of frozen water. Children 
immediately went to the chart and wanted to know who said what, who 
guessed correctly. They left the chart hanging in the room for a 
week and children would periodically go up to it and point out words 
they knew, usually their names. That April the children had gone 
out for a spring walk through the surrounding woods. There they 
witnessed a spider weaving her web. Upon arrival back at the center 
Ayana suggested that they write a story about what they saw. Ayana 
began the story by saying and writing down the first sentence and 
several children followed her lead. Numerous times the teacher in¬ 
terceded to help the students make meaning in the literacy event. 
It was a collaborative event but the observational data suggest that 
Ayana had to guide and encourage to extrapolate the information from 
the children. To further this understanding Ayana turned the ex¬ 
perience story into a book which the children illustrated. Il¬ 
lustrations were placed at the back of the book. This was the 
155 
second experience of making a book and they really liked it. 
Children frequently looked at the book in the book corner. The 
class wrote another experience story a few weeks later about their 
visit to the duck pond and again Ayana turned it into a book. 
In October of the third year of the study, the children went 
apple picking and when they arrived back at the center Ayana again 
suggested that they make a book about their experience. The 
children took over this meaning making process and Ayana had all she 
could do to keep up with the dictation. Children remembered the ac¬ 
tual experiences of picking the apples, the number they picked, 
everything they saw and the fact that Joshua got stung by a bee. 
The children spent the next few days working on their pictures that 
would go into the text. Unlike previous experience stories where 
the children put the illustrations at the end, the children expected 
their illustrations to be worked into the text but not necessarily 
going along with what they had dictated. Bob (46 months) insisted 
that his illustrations be accompanied by writing under his pictures 
"like books." The other children were quick to copy this. Several 
of the children marked the ownership of their pictures by writing a 
letter of their name on the illustrations. Binding the book was a 
class project involving much excitement. Bob did not participate in 
selecting the binding but sat on the other side of the room intently 
working on a picture. Just as Ayana was placing the pages into the 
binding Bob came running up and insisted that his picture be placed 
on the last page. What Bob had labored over was a picture of an 
156 
apple tree with "Bob’s" written on it. When the book was bound and 
m the reading corner the children used to look at it quite 
frequently and they all realized that the last page said Bob's. His 
was the first name in class that everyone recognized. 
The adult initiated the meaning making process but the 
children took off with it and controlled it. When the children went 
apple picking in October of the fourth year of the study, they 
returned to the center expecting to make another apple orchard book. 
Joshua (57 months) walked through the door and said "I want to talk 
about the apple orchard. I want to do it on paper." The story 
bs§3n. This time the children did not just stick to the obvious 
things they saw. They addressed the machinery they saw and that 
they were told how the workers pick apples and deliver them to 
stores and how they make apple cider. The children were influenced 
by what their peers said and controlled their own meaning making 
process. They worked together to make meaning of the text and to 
make sure their pictures coincided with that meaning. Children 
would come up to Ayana to see exactly what they had dictated so they 
could draw a picture to go with the text. Matthew addressed drink¬ 
ing the apple cider and had Jake and Brian draw some glasses of 
apple cider with him. In conversation they discussed what other 
pictures needed to be added to their text. Matthew remembered a 
flat apple and he and Brian drew it together, Matthew drawing the 
apple tree with a flat apple and Brian drawing the bark. This time 
children signed all their pictures with their names. Ayana acted 
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only as the facilitator. She did not even suggest making a book 
this time, the suggestion came from Joshua. The meaning making was 
going on among the children. They talked about what they had said 
for the story, questioned each other about pictures they were draw¬ 
ing and worked together to add text under their illustrations. Some 
wrote the dog s name that was at the apple orchard, drew a picture 
of the school bus and labeled it, and at the very least inscribed 
their name on their illustrations. Story dictation began in a big 
way from this point onwards. 
These literacy episodes suggest that through the interactive 
story negotiations children gradually learned how to take meanings 
from the pictures and integrate that meaning with meaning from the 
text and apply this knowledge to their own meaning making processes. 
This is evidenced in their experience stories. Originally the 
children just expected to insert pictures at the end of a text, and 
then they inserted pictures anywhere within the text. They still 
saw pictures as discrete pieces to a book. By October of the fourth 
year, children insisted that their pictures make logical and narra¬ 
tive sense in the books they created, Ayana had initially introduced 
the experience story which eventually became to be owned by the 
children. Her earlier modeling influenced the children and in a 
supportive way the children made meaning together. 
When Ayana had set up a doctor’s office in class in the fourth 
year of the study it was the students who made the rules. Mary (57 
months) was the receptionist sitting at the typewriter. She would 
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type your name before you could enter and be examined by the doctor. 
Other children were waiting in the waiting room doing puzzles or 
looking at books. Children went to Mary, spelled their name for 
her, she would type it, and then the child was the patient and even¬ 
tually became the doctor. Ayana initially had set up the doctor's 
office but the children quickly joined together and organized it as 
they wished. 
This literacy enthusiasm was the driving force at the day care 
center in the fall of the fourth year of the study. In early Oc¬ 
tober the children had made a field trip and saw actors act out 
nursery rhymes. The children returned to the center and submerged 
themselves in nursery rhymes. Ayana read whole anthologies prior to 
the play. The children on their own began saying nursery rhymes, 
some began dictating nursery rhymes, and some wrote them on their 
own. Ayana picked up on this and created a Green Acres nursery 
rhyme book. Book making was furthered when Halloween came and the 
children requested scary stories. In a casual conversation Matthew 
(60 months) said that he felt there were not any good scary stories 
around so he decided to dictate his own. Ayana suggested that the 
children create a Halloween book and introduced this by reading 
Matthew's Nightmare story. On a video tape on October 16 Ayana an¬ 
nounced she was going to read Matthew's story. 
Ernie, "which one?" 
Ayana, "the scary one. It is a very old and well loved 
story and when I'm done reading I'll tell you why I'm 
reading this. This story is called... children fill 
in "Nightmares." 
Ayana, "I'll show you the pictures before I begin read- 
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ing." Ayana reads. 
Children call out "Again, again" 
Ayana, "Ok, one more time." 
Ilene, "I'm scared. It gives me nightmares." 
Ayana, "Maybe you would like to write a nightmare story 
too?" 
Ilene, "Oh yeah!" 
Ayana, "We'll read it one more time." 
Brian, "yeah!" 
Ayana, "Does it give you the shivers?" (reference to a 
much loved Frog and Toad story which was a class 
favorite) 
Brian, "Yeah! yeah!" 
Mary moves up and stands right next to Ayana as she is 
reading the story. 
Ayana reads. 
Children, "Again, Again" 
Ayana, "Ok this is the last time. We'll get it out 
another day. We'll put it back in Matthew's cubby and 
maybe he'll let us get it out another day." 
Matthew is smiling shaking his head yes. 
Ernie moves to the other side of Ayana and says "again, 
again" 
Ayana, "This will be the last time today because I have 
more things to read to you but we'll get it out another 
day." Ayana reads and then puts it in Matthew's cubby. 
Ayana, "What does this remind you of that is going to 
happen next week?" 
Children, "Halloween" 
Ayana, "Halloween and you know what we could do? We 
could start a Halloween story book. This is what Mat¬ 
thew wrote and it can be the first story in our Hal¬ 
loween book. We could move it over from Matthew's book 
to our Halloween book." 
Brian, "I want to write one right now." 
Ayana, "When you come in from outside." 
Mary, "Me too!" 
chorus of me too's 
Ayana, "You too? Anyone who wants to write a Halloween 
story can write one. We have a whole week to do it. 
Ayana begins to read a play that children wrote this 
morning as a group. 
Brian interrupts, "Who are the authors? 
Ayana, "The authors? Yes, I suppose I should write 
their names right on top." Ayana writes the individual 
names Mary, Ernie, Brian, and Helen and shows the 
children after she has written each name. Think of 
this play during nap and after nap we'll finish it so 
anyone who wants to add something after nap can. We 11 
act it out tomorrow." 
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This video tape transcription demonstrates the enthusiasm the 
children were bringing to literacy events. Ayana began the event 
and the children eventually took over the control of the circle 
requesting the numerous readings of the Nightmare story. The obser¬ 
vational data and the primary documents suggest that children were 
using the Nightmare story as a model for their own stories. This 
story was read on eight different occasions with numerous readings 
each time. The children made meanings with each other over time 
each time the story was read. The observational data suggest that 
it was important to them to have not only this story but many other 
stories read numerous times at the center. The children were af¬ 
fected by many of the stories they heard read to them and plays, 
movies and TV programs they saw. This is evidenced by Mary using 
Mary Poppins, which her parents reported in their interview was her 
favorite book to have read and that she had the record, a tape and 
had seen the video movie. The children were very conscious of who 
authored what pieces. Again we see what initially began as teacher 
initiated literacy behaviors were imitated by the children and even¬ 
tually became to be owned by the children. Children aided, assisted 
and comforted each other. They worked together in a supportive man¬ 
ner to create meaning. 
Children as Partners 
The role of partner developed in the third year of the study. 
As children developed close personal relations with each other they 
frequently teamed with another child in literacy events. Often 
161 
times a child sharing with another child encouraged his/her com¬ 
panion to imitate a similar action. 
It wasn’t until December of the third year of the study that 
book making was again an interest of the children. Katie (48 
months) was the catalyst for a handful of children in this event. 
Katie began to make books on her own and place them in the reading 
corner. Katie was writing with inventive spelling. She affected 
Mary immensely. Up to this point Mary was doing little writing. In 
September of the third year, she became very friendly with Katie. 
It seemed as a direct result of this Mary (47 months) began to do a 
lot of writing. Mary and Katie began to draw and write together. 
They also acted in imaginative play. When Katie began to make books 
and pass them out to classmates it seemed she influenced Mary’s and 
Tricia’s interest in book making. On January 14 of the third year 
this researcher entered the classroom and Katie informed her that 
’’I’m going to make a book for you.’’ Katie proceeded to make a menu 
of what she hoped the class would have for lunch. 
GILA jelly 
RP>N 
BBR 
peanut 
butter 
ALHD DSLN 
FR T DDS 
BRRT 
hot dogs 
french toast 
bread 
MKC 
TILRBN I 
MKC SrRLL 
milk 
chocolate ( 
milk 
KATIE 
page l(not cover) 
Much 
of Katie’s writing consisted of lists of this natnre. Mary 
162 
began to make lists of family names. She would list her family and 
put them into a book and place it in the book corner. When Tricia 
realized the books were going into the book corner she became inter¬ 
ested and started to make lists, initially of letters she knew. 
Mary and Tricia did not want to take risks as Katie was doing. They 
only wanted to spell words perfectly and so resorted to going to 
Ayana or Donald frequently for correct spellings. Katie wanted to 
make meanings on her own. Katie tried to figure out everything she 
was to spell on her own. The observational data indicated that 
Katie only approached Ayana twice that year for spelling help while 
I was there. When Ayana was questioned about this, she reported 
that Katie preferred to solve spellings on her own and did not ap¬ 
proach her often for help. With Katie's encouragement, Mary took in 
more print knowledge and began to take more risks. The field notes 
suggest that when Ayana or Donald were unavailable to answer Mary's 
questions she would attempt to write words on her own or with 
Katie's help. 
Matthew had been either refusing to write or writing very 
little. In December of the third year of the study, students were 
encouraged to send holiday cards home to their parents. Children 
designed silk-screened cards and with the teacher's help wrote a 
message inside. Matthew (50 months) thought this to be too dif¬ 
ficult for him and so avoided the activity. The observational data 
suggest that this avoidance strategy was one Matthew employed 
throughout the study. The data suggest that it was not until he 
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felt he could perform a task proficiently that he would attempt it. 
Matthew was not a risk taker. To him many tasks seemed overpower¬ 
ing, especially writing. Most of the class had designed their 
cards. You did not have to do this activity but all children were 
choosing to do so. Matthew, with persuasion from Ayana, was the 
last child to do a silk-screened design. Once he actually began the 
task of silk-screening he kept on saying "This is easy, this is 
easy!" as if to convince himself it was not as difficult as he ex¬ 
pected. The next step was to write a message inside the card. Mat¬ 
thew befriended Ernie, who he as well as his teacher thought to be 
one of the best writers in the room. Matthew dictated his Christmas 
message for his parents to Ernie: Dear Mora and Dad, yes Peter Pan 
and Frosty the Snowman Love, Matt. Ironically these were words Mat¬ 
thew recognized in print. Ernie (39 months) began the message by 
copying his own Christmas card that he had written earlier with 
Ayana. Once he got past the dear mom and dad the cards were dif¬ 
ferent so he went and sought out Ayana for help. Ayana came to the 
table Matthew and Ernie were working at and collaboratively she and 
Ernie spelled and/or wrote out the rest of the words. Ernie went 
back to his own card to find the word love and then tried to con¬ 
vince Matthew to sign his name. The compromise was that Ernie wrote 
M A and Matthew wrote t t. Ernie insisted that he be given credit 
for this writing so Ayana wrote on the back of the card "By Ernie 
Jones." From this point onwards Matthew used Ernie as a helper 
anytime he wanted something written or read. The observational data 
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suggest that Ernie emulated Ayana's efforts. It was her approval 
Ernie always sought. He would often write with Ayana and for her. 
Ayana dictated notes to the class that Ernie would often write. 
Ayana was one of Ernie's models. In a casual conversation with 
Ernie I deduced that it was also the literacy behaviors of his older 
sister he was emulating. Ernie in turn was Matthew's model. The 
Christmas card was of no importance or relevance to Matthew in the 
third year of the study. A year later things had changed sig¬ 
nificantly. He was more comfortable writing and when Christmas time 
came in the fourth year of the study, he was still the last child to 
make a Christmas card with persuasion from Ayana, but once he had 
the hard copy of the cards out he began writing. He came home from 
school the day he made his cards and wrote a list with my help of 
everyone he would send Christmas cards to. He brought his list to 
school the next day, sat next to Ernie and signed his cards. Ernie 
and he would converse and often times write the same message on 
their cards. Ernie helped Matthew with the letters he was unsure of 
and they guessed at some spellings together. Matthew was gradually 
moving from this total reliance on Ernie to make literacy meanings 
to a collaborative interactive relationship. Ernie was Matthew's 
role model and partner in the meaning making process. This col¬ 
laborative relationship was furthered by continual interactions. 
Ernie was also responsible for encouraging Matthew to learn 
his telephone number. At Halloween time in the fourth year of the 
study, Ernie (49 months) wrote down his telephone number for Matthew 
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(60 months) to call him so they could go trick or treating together. 
Matthew and Ernie did not live near each other, in fact they live in 
different communities and did not socialize outside of school. I 
had been trying to teach Matthew his telephone number for a year but 
to no avail. On October 39, Ernie wrote his number for Matthew. On 
November 6, Matthew asked me to write his telephone number down so 
he could give it to Ernie and that day he successfully learned his 
number and brought it to school to give to Ernie. Again this was an 
example of learning in the crevices of classroom life. Neither 
teacher was aware of the learning taking place between Matthew and 
Ernie. This learning was embedded in the social interactions of 
everyday life. 
Matthew was greatly influenced by his peers. He did not think 
of himself as a writer in the third year of the study and so to get 
around this he found Ernie who would write for him. This friendship 
developed out of Matthew's need to have someone, a peer, help him in 
the literacy meaning making process. Ernie insisted that Matthew 
take some responsibility for his writing and so Matthew obliged him. 
Matthew's relationship with Bob began by modeling. On April 6 
of the second year of the study, I arrived at the day care center 
with Matthew's younger sister but Matthew (42 months) was still busy 
doing an activity. We sat down at a little table and waited 
quietly. Bob (40 months) came and read to us. Bob read a con- 
trolled vocabulary book he had found at the day care center. He 
read it three times and we clapped for him. Matthew watched all of 
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this but did not say anything. I had had some easy predictable 
texts in the house which I had been showing to a class at the 
University. I had shared them with Matthew a week earlier and he 
wasn't interested. The next day Matthew insisted that he learn to 
read like Bob so he could read to Elyse, his sister. I brought out 
the predictable texts and casually read them to Matthew a few times. 
That Sunday he decided to bring them to church to look at. In the 
middle of mass Matthew made the connection between the oral and 
written language and began reading to me, to Elyse and to his 
Father. He read them to the family in the car on the way home, and 
several times at home. He selected these books to read to the 
family for his bedtime story. The next day he brought the books to 
school and read them at circle time to the group. Ayana reported 
that after circle he went around the room finding audiences who 
would listen to him read and also read the books before nap time. A 
week later Matthew aborted this social reading behavior. This ven¬ 
ture was very brief and gave way to other collaborative ventures. 
Throughout April and May Bob and Matthew were often found looking at 
books together. Bob usually pointed out words that he recognized in 
texts to Matthew. In October of the fourth year, Jill introduced a 
picture dictionary. The children would cut out pictures, paste them 
in a large book and label them. Matthew (60 months) chose this ac¬ 
tivity quite frequently and was content to have an adult write for 
him. Bob (58 months) also selected this activity but the two of 
them seemed to work separately. Unlike Matthew, Bob insisted on 
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writing all his own words in "real writing." Eventually Bob and 
Matthew began collaborating in the picture dictionary and Matthew 
began labeling his own pictures. It was the partnership collabora¬ 
tion that encouraged Matthew to emulate Bob. This literacy event in 
particular and the collaborative partnership with Bob and Ernie en¬ 
couraged Matthew to make meaning on his own which will be discussed 
in the next section. In each of these instances it was a peer who 
served as the catalyst for Matthew to make meaning, teachers or 
adults had little effect on him. Simply by sharing with a child, a 
partner could act as a catalyst in literacy events. 
Summary 
Peers were affected by each other. Virginia acted as a role 
model in writing and reading for the other children and in par¬ 
ticular for Holly and Joshua. Matthew emulated Ernie in writing and 
Bob in reading. He in turn affected Virginia's and other children's 
story dictations. Katie affected Mary. Once Mary became friendly 
with Katie they developed a partnership in all literacy activities. 
Joshua sat on the periphery and casually observed the ongoing be¬ 
haviors of the other children. Peers socialized peers to literacy. 
Many, like Matthew were more affected by peers than by adults. 
Peers socialized peers in the crevices of classroom life. 
The observational data also suggest that children with more 
advanced literacy skills were imitating the adults who surrounded 
and interacted with them. Virginia and Ernie emulated Avana. Ernie 
also emulated the literacy behaviors of his older sister. Bob went 
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to adults for approval and once this approval came he was encouraged 
to continue literacy activities. Katie did not seek teacher ap¬ 
proval but was given it continually by the teachers she interacted 
with. These four children directly influenced others in the class¬ 
room. They began to model for their peers as their teachers had. 
Virginia was a strong role model for Holly and usually Joshua. Mary 
and Katie worked in a partnership. Matthew worked in partnership 
with Ernie and Bob. Matthew affected story writing and dictation by 
his own enthusiasm for this process and his sense of story. Peers 
socialized peers to literacy in a supportive manner, and much of 
this socialization took place beyond the teacher’s eyes in the 
crevices of classroom life. 
The Individual and the Meaning Making Process 
The third common theme identified in the study was that in 
which children made meaning by themselves. As the children absorbed 
more literacy knowledge, they began to create meaning for them¬ 
selves. This was not a predominant theme in the beginning of the 
study. Initially children needed significant others to interact 
with as they created meanings. As the children matured and learned 
more literacy knowledge they became more capable in the meaning 
making process by themselves. 
Because this was not a prevalent theme in the beginning of the 
study there is little observable data for Virginia and Holly, much 
of what is reported on these two children came from their parents 
and my interactions with them during my visit at their respective 
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homes. The primary documents, specifically the writing samples of 
the children, were dictated by what all the parents and Ayana kept. 
Some parents, like the Wheelers and the Courtneys, were often un¬ 
aware of the things their children were writing. Literacy searches 
of their homes produced a wealth of materials. This is an example 
of Matthew and Holly learning in the crevices of their home lives. 
In each case any scribblings on paper or writing were considered 
writing. Other parents, like the Traverses, the Haydens, and the 
Browns, only considered near-conventional writing as adequate writ¬ 
ing samples. I cannot help but wonder if it was the parents’ mes¬ 
sage that only correct writing was appropriate that led the children 
to be low risk takers and cautious, correct writers. This was not 
the case with Virginia Brown however, who was busily taking risks 
using inventive spellings and writing. Although it seemed her 
mother only recognized correct ’’real” words, she gave Virginia lots 
of encouragement to continue to make meanings for herself. There is 
a large quantity of data under Matthew’s profile. Since he is my 
son I had access to his home life and papers he did in the home. 
This was not the case with the other children. I only had access to 
the children at school and at their homes only through what the 
parents reported and considered as literacy experiences and what 
they collected as primary documents. Ayana shared the children s 
writing with me. 
There are two additional distinct threads which run through 
the individual and the meaning making process section. The first 
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thread which appears in all the children is what I refer to as a 
talkaloud strategy. In the talkaloud strategy each child gave a 
running commentary with print s/he was interacting with by speaking 
aloud. The child would not be addressing this talk aloud to anyone. 
Children used their outer voice to accompany the text they were in¬ 
teracting with as they made meaning. The second thread which ap¬ 
pears in four of the five children under study is a copying 
strategy. In this copying strategy children copied print in the en¬ 
vironment. 
Since meaning was created by the individual children they will 
be discussed individually. Episodes of children making meaning by 
themselves were difficult to decipher especially in the early years 
of the study because I was unsure of what was in fact going on in 
the child's mind. As the children matured it became easier because 
they were anxious to display their meanings and accomplishments. 
Virginia 
It seems that Virginia was making meanings for herself in the 
first year of the study. Although she created meanings in her mind 
by herself she found it imperative to share these meanings with an 
audience. On April 4 of the first year of the study, Virginia (29 
months) had refused to participate in circle time. She sat in 
another section of the room flipping pages of a book while the rest 
of the class listened to JOHN BROWN, ROSE AND THE MIDNIGHT CAT. The 
class had a lengthy discussion about this book. When the circle 
dispersed and the children were doing other activities Virginia came 
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up to me and insisted on reading JOHN BROWN, ROSE, AND THE MIDNIGHT 
CAT to me. 
April 4 the first year of the study Green Acres. Her 
words: (each line signifies a new page) 
"opening the door 
looking for the cat with her eyes. 
Klunch klunch 
John Brown 
He’s eating a slipper 
She’s crying." 
When I interrupt to ask "How Come?" 
Her response "She wants to see the cat. 
She’s happy now, here’s the cat." 
Virginia demands "Come up here and read this to me 
again OK?" 
Virginia begins reading again 
"Going down the stairs He's eating 
He's eating the cat's milk 
opening the door 
Hi cat 
The cat’s in the tree." 
Virginia becomes distracted. Hands me the book and 
leaves. 
She returns about five minutes later with another book. 
She insisted on reading JUMP, JUMP 
"playing the piano 
clap clap clap 
go running, go running around 
Lot of candies! Look at the lollipop!" 
Virginia hands me the book and goes to the house area. 
I did not think Virginia was paying attention when the story was 
read. Apparently Virginia was taking in a lot more information than 
was evident. Most of her meaning making was done by using the pic¬ 
tures. When I casually asked Virginia's mother if Virginia had ever 
read the particular book before Lena responded not as far as she 
knew. The observational data suggest that Virginia must have been 
sitting listening to the reader read the story otherwise she would 
not have known the dogs name, John Brown nor that Rose was crying 
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because she wanted to see the cat. This episode suggests that Vir¬ 
ginia was melding meaning from the pictures and meaning from the 
reading to make her own meaning. She furthered this meaning by 
talking aloud her meaning to a significant other. From the parent 
interview and the observational data it was also evident that this 
significant other could have been a doll or a stuffed animal. The 
data suggest that Virginia vocalized her thoughts as she made mean¬ 
ing for herself. 
The observational data indicate the Virginia made meaning for 
herself through writing. Virginia (29 months) began to use markers 
frequently in March and April of the first year of the study. 
Before this time she would write occasionally but by the spring she 
was choosing to write frequently. Much of this early writing was 
cursive, squiggle lines inside pictures. By November of the second 
year (at 37 months) of the study, she was signing her pictures with 
VAT. By December this had increased to I's, R's and B’s. She would 
also continue writing under these letters in a continuous cursive 
like horizontal line. It was through her interactions with the sign 
in sheets with Alice that she was able to write her name . By May 2 
(see p. 151 & 152) of the second year of the study, she (42 months) 
was writing messages: Happy Birthday love you Virginia. The obser¬ 
vational data suggest that while writing Virginia was talking aloud 
exactly what she was writing or vocalizing the letters she was writ¬ 
ing. This suggests that Virginia voiced her understanding of what 
she wrote as she directed meaning for herself in writing. 
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Because Virginia left the center in September beginning the 
third year of the study, the remaining data come from the parent in¬ 
terview. Lena, Virginia’s mother, indicated that Virginia still 
continued this reading behavior with her stuffed animals, her 
brother and her friends. Lena reported that when she read to the 
children she acted as the characters and did a lot of voice changing 
and that Virginia imitated this style in her reading. She also 
reported that Virginia was still careful to display the pictures. 
Lena indicated that Virginia recognized lots of environmental print 
in and out of context, and could read many items off of menus. 
During the interview with Lena, Virginia (61 months) sat on a chair 
reading aloud to herself and made up a story with the book I had 
brought her, melding meaning from the pictures and meaning from the 
text that she recognized. During this episode I was actively en¬ 
gaged with Virginia's mother. I gave no indication that I was lis¬ 
tening to Virginia, but her talkaloud strategy was recorded on tape. 
During this reading it was evident to me that Virginia recognized 
markers such as quotation marks and periods. Before each quotation 
mark Virginia inserted "he said," and where she saw a period she 
would pause and stop. She also brought out cards that she had made 
with words on them and read them to me. Lena also shared with me 
the writing Virginia was continually working on at this time. What 
Lena shared was pictures Virginia had drawn on which she had copied 
words, "Minnie Mouse and Micky Mouse." Lena said that Virginia was 
copying cereal boxes and other words that interested her. The data 
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suggest that Virginia made meaning through copying words in her en¬ 
vironment. It also suggests that Virginia was actively creating 
meanings for herself and sharing these meanings with a significant 
other. It seemed that it was the interaction with a significant 
other that fine-tuned her meaning making process. The field notes 
suggest that Virginia talked aloud her words while interacting with 
texts as she created meanings for herself. 
Holly 
Holly (35 months) left the study after a year and a half. I 
remained in contact with her parents and therefore data have come 
from casual letters, the parent interview and the final interaction 
with Holly. Since it was not easily observable that children made 
meaning alone until they had matured and absorbed some literacy 
meanings there was little observational data to report on Holly. 
What seemed apparent during the year and a half that she was at the 
center was that Holly used pretend story readings to make meanings 
for herself. The following field notes illustrate the kind of be¬ 
havior Holly (24 months) was demonstrating while still at the day 
care center. 
March 8 First year of the study. Green Acres 
Holly has made a bus out of blocks with Matthew. Holly 
goes and gets the book PING and sits on the back of the 
bus turning the pages voicing the story to herself. 
Matthew is driving the bus making motor noises. I can¬ 
not hear Holly over the motor noise but can see her 
reading out loud. The bus breaks down and Matthew gets 
out to fix a flat tire. Holly takes this opportunity 
to get off of the bus, come over to me and says "See, 
Ping, duck” Holly starts to get in my lap but is 
called by Matthew and told that the bus is fixed. 
Holly gets back on the last seat of the bus and con- 
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tinues to orally read PING. I move closer to hear, the 
motor noise is very loud. 
Words I hear, (each line signifies the turning of a 
page.) 
"Ping 
Big Duck 
He swimming 
Yellow Ping 
Ping 
Big Duck 
Boy got em. 
He home." 
Matthew announces that the bus is going real fast now 
so stand back. I moves away. 
Holly waves good-bye to me and sits on the back of the 
bus still reading PING. 
The above field notes illustrate that although Holly did not need an 
audience to make meaning, she did exhibit the strategy of talking 
aloud her words as she made meaning for herself. While riding on 
the bus Holly turned the pages of PING and talked aloud the meaning 
she combined from the pictures and what she knew the text to say. 
Holly cold be found sitting looking through books often talking 
aloud her words. When I casually questioned Ken that March about 
this behavior he responded that Holly read aloud all the time and at 
night she read to her dolls. 
During the parent interview in December of the last year of 
the study, both Ken and Brenda said that Holly (57 months) continued 
this type of book reading behavior. Both parents indicated that 
Holly read to herself while looking at books and read to her dolls. 
They also said that she frequently employed a talking aloud strategy 
while looking at a book with her younger baby brother. The data 
suggest that Holly was continuing to make meaning for herself as she 
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used a talkaloud strategy. 
When I asked if Holly was writing, neither parent thought so. 
Going on a literacy search of their household Brenda and Ken were 
amazed at the writing their daughter was doing. Several of her 
early samples were papers filled with short cursive like horizontal 
lines. Brenda identified these papers as coming from their previous 
home that past summer. She also identified a notebook Holly's 
grandmother gave her when they moved in September of the fourth year 
of the study. These pages were filled with the word Hi written 
several times and, the letters E, T and F. In a second notebook, 
which Ken identified as being used about the same time, Holly was 
combining groups of letters and then filling up the page with her 
cursive like lines. There were stacks of Ken's old business cards 
which Holly had written letters on. Several had the word "oil" and 
"hi" and "hioil" written on them. Ken commented that he had spilled 
oil in the driveway a few weeks earlier and that he and Holly had 
cleaned it up. He deduced that Holly could have seen the can of oil 
and wrote the word, he did not recall spelling the word for her. It 
seemed that Holly was beginning to experiment with combining letters 
to make words and that she was continually writing the words that 
she knew. Brenda found cards in Holly's room she had been writing 
on. Brenda reported that Holly had been spending long periods of 
time in her room with these cards, she and Ken had assumed that 
Holly was studying the pictures of the shells on the cards to find 
the shells at the beach. These cards were pictures of sea shells 
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with a brief history on each card, the name of the shell was written 
in large letters across the card. Holly had been carefully copying 
the words on the cards. The data suggest that Holly was carefully 
copying letters into words to make sense of the print around her. 
The observational data suggest that Holly was using a 
talkaloud strategy in her interactions with books as she made mean¬ 
ing for herself. The interview with Holly’s parents also confirmed 
this meaning making process. The primary documents found on the 
literacy search of the Wheeler household suggest that Holly was ex¬ 
perimenting with writing on her own and this experimenting consisted 
of combining the letters that she knew to make words and copying 
words. It is interesting that Holly did so much writing without the 
support, or affirmation of adults. 
Joshua 
All the observational data indicated throughout the study that 
Joshua was busily making meanings for himself through observations. 
It seemed he took in the rules for participation and adhered to 
them. Joshua (26 months) was also hypothesizing rules about print 
as evidenced in the following field notes. 
March 19 First year of the study Green Acres 
Joshua asked Ayana what his ball said. 
Ayana responded ’’Red Baron Ball.” Shortly afterwards 
Joshua comes over to me and I ask him "What does your 
ball say?" 
Joshua responds "red ball and there is a blue ball 
too." Joshua leaves in search of the blue ball and 
quickly returns. He points to the manufacturer s name 
and says, "blue ball." 
Joshua smiles and leaves. 
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The data suggest that when Joshua questioned Ayana and she told him 
what the words on the ball said, Joshua hypothesized that all words 
on balls indicated their respective color as he demonstrates by get¬ 
ting the blue ball and pointing to the manufacturer's name and in¬ 
dicating that it said blue ball. Although he guessed incorrectly, 
this episode clearly indicates that Joshua understood that print 
carried the message and that he was making meaning by hypothesizing 
rules of print. 
During story readings Joshua used to get so involved that he 
was able to block everything else out. On November 6 of the second 
year of the study, he (34 months) was so involved in Ayana reading 
at circle that he had actually wet his pants but refused to leave 
circle until the story was over. Joshua had always become very in¬ 
tent during story readings since his arrival at the day care center. 
The observational data indicate that Joshua would calmly observe, 
take in the information, and usually be ready to answer questions 
directed to him. It was not until the final year of the study that 
Joshua (57 months) would contribute freely to group discussion. 
Prior to this he would take in the information but keep it to him¬ 
self unless he was directly questioned. 
The observational data also suggest that Joshua employed a 
talkaloud strategy as he made meaning for himself, on June 6 of the 
first year of the study, Joshua (29 months) sat alone and read the 
book that Ayana had just finished reading at circle. His words were 
inaudible but he sat and talked aloud while he turned the pages of 
179 
the book. On March 14 of the second year, Joshua (38 months) sat at 
circle and while John was reading a book, Joshua read a different 
book and talked aloud the words very quietly so as not to disturb 
the rest of the circle. These literacy episodes revealed that 
Joshua, like Virginia and Holly used a talkaloud strategy as he made 
meaning for himself. 
The observational data indicate that Joshua also employed a 
talkaloud strategy in his writing. Ayana reported that writing was 
difficult for Joshua and that given a choice he would choose some¬ 
thing else. She further suggested that his fine motor skills had 
not yet fully developed. Of all the children in the study, Joshua 
had done the least amount of writing. Yet the field notes suggest 
that in the writing Joshua did do, he employed a talkaloud strategy. 
On November 21 of the third year of the study, Joshua (46 months) 
sat at a writing table with Ernie and sang the alphabet song over 
and over again as he wrote a page full of 0's. Ernie was busily 
writing his name and tracing it. Ernie spelled his name aloud let¬ 
ter by letter while writing it, also using a talkaloud strategy. 
They worked side by side yet independently. On September 9 of the 
last year of the study, Joshua (56 months) sat at the typewriter and 
spelled his name aloud letter by letter as he typed. He sat for a 
twenty minute period and called out letters while he typed them. In 
each instance he employed a talkaloud strategy as he made meaning 
for himself. 
The observational data suggest that Joshua first made meaning 
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for himself by observing the cultural rules and adhering to them. 
The observational data also suggest that Joshua used a talkaloud 
strategy in both his interaction with books and his interaction with 
writing as he made meaning for himself. At the close of this study 
Joshua was just beginning to write thus there was significantly 
little data collected to see what he was doing during this process. 
Mary 
Mary requested reading as an activity more than any other 
child in the day care center. The observational data suggest that 
when the children’s books were switched every few weeks and new 
library books were brought in to the class Mary insisted on reading 
^11 of them. She would methodically go through every single new 
book insisting that an adult read them to her. When she had had all 
the books read to her she would sit down and look at the books her¬ 
self. Mary would synthesize the meaning from the pictures with the 
meaning from the text that had been read to her and talk aloud to 
herself her own meaning. Mary would sit in the reading area for a 
long period of time reading aloud to herself. The observational 
data indicate that Mary, like Virginia, Holly and Joshua, employed a 
talkaloud strategy as she interacted with books. 
She furthered this meaning making process by frequently read¬ 
ing to younger children and non-readers in her class. On October 16 
of the fourth year of the study, Ayana asked Mary (57 months) to 
read a Jane Yolen witch story to me. Mary responded, "No, it is too 
long," and left. Ayana reported that Mary read it to a younger 
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child from the other class the day before. She used Yolen’s book 
but said the words to Bill Martin Jr.’s A GHOST STORY while reading 
and turning the pages. Perhaps I was not a safe audience because I 
was a reader. Mary frequently insisted that I read to her but when 
I requested Mary to read she always refused. Mary however would 
frequently read to other children in the class who were non-readers. 
She continued to be a low risk taker, rather playing it safe in 
reading as well as writing (see p. 161). She and her friend Katie 
would frequently read aloud to each other combining meaning from the 
text and meaning from the pictures to make meaning for themselves. 
Mary often built meaning for herself in fantasy play. She 
used a great deal of language, talked aloud to herself and set the 
stage for her fantasy to take place. Her fantasy play usually found 
itself into her story dictation. Her story dictations demonstrated 
a strong sense of story structure: a plot, a setting, a main charac¬ 
ter, a climax and a beginning, middle and ending. I speculate that 
Mary may have organized her meanings by talking aloud and actively 
participating in fantasy play which carried over into extending and 
further organizing meaning for herself through story dictation. 
Mary made meaning for herself in the activity of writing. She 
was a low risk taker and often asked an adult to write words for her 
to copy. Mary made a great deal of her meaning in copying texts. 
On September 1 of the fourth year of the study, the class made in¬ 
dividual books. Some children chose to write their own stories, 
others choice to find an adult to take dictation and still others 
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chose to draw pictures in their books. Mary (56 months) went and 
copied an entire Mr. Turtle book. She laboriously sat down and 
copied the text leaving spaces in between each word. During this 
copying she talked aloud the individual letters she was writing. 
She did a very similar activity in December where she drew pictures 
that were in a picture book and copied captions under her pictures. 
Again she voiced the letters she was writing. 
The observational data suggest that this meaning making 
process was furthered when writing was intrinsically motivated. On 
September 9 of the fourth year of the study Mary decided to write a 
note to her cousin who lived far away. Mary suddenly became a risk 
taker. She sat and sounded out words and wrote what she thought 
the correct spelling was for these words. She did not share this 
letter with anyone but made an envelope and brought it home so her 
mother could help her write her cousin’s correct address. A week 
later she wrote a note to her mother and correctly wrote "I love 
you" six times on a sheet of paper. She talked aloud each letter 
as she initially wrote it and then resorted to copying the rest. 
She was so proud of this work that she decided to hang it in the 
class for all her classmates to view. On December 5 of the fourth 
year, Mary wrote a note to herself asking help of Ayana only for the 
word remember. The note read: "Remember to bring Mary Poppins," and 
she stuck it above her cubby so that she would bring the book to 
school the next day. Again Mary carefully sounded each letter as 
she wrote it. The data suggest that Mary was more of a risk taker 
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when she was intrinsically motivated and self-generated. These 
episodes also illustrate that Mary employed a talkaloud strategy as 
she made meaning in her interactions with books and writing. Also 
like Virginia and Holly she was copying a great deal to create mean¬ 
ing for herself. 
Matthew 
Matthew was actively creating meaning for himself in three 
different ways. The first and earliest pattern that developed was 
in pretend readings. Matthew (27 months) would talk aloud his words 
to himself in rereading texts he was familiar with. 
January 7 First year of the study The Home 
ONE MONDAY MORNING by Uri Shulevitz 
His words: 
"Once upon a time 
the King came but I wasn’t home, 
the prince came 
but I wasn’t home. 
The end." 
This book had been read to Matthew frequently. He sat on the couch 
by himself and read the book to himself by talking aloud the words. 
He took meaning from the pictures and meaning from the text as he 
remembered it and talked aloud meaning for himself. A few days 
later on January 9th he read AMOS AND BORIS by William Steig. Again 
this was a book that Matthew had been read on numerous occasions and 
was a favorite at the time of this reading. 
January 9 First year of the study The Home 
His words: 
"Boris the mouse lived by the ocean 
He went on a boat 
So when it was dark one night he fell off. 
"Boris I’m a whale," that what he said to Boris. 
Boris said I’m a whale. 
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(Inaudible) 
hmramhmmmhmmm (Thumbs through several pages) 
and The End." 
Both literacy episodes illustrate Matthew’s use of the talkaloud 
strategy as he made meaning for himself. In his talking aloud of 
the William Steig picture book he originally had confused Boris and 
Amos, making Boris the mouse. Through his talkaloud strategy and 
taking meaning from the illustrations and the text he realized near 
the end of his rendition that Boris in fact was the whale. Matthew 
continued turning the pages and talked aloud murmuring to himself 
until he completed the text. Six months later he was demonstrating 
the same reading behaviors. In addition Matthew (35 months) began 
to imitate school circle reading behavior. 
September 14 Second Year of the study The Home 
WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE by Maurice Sendak 
I enter the room as Matthew reads the last page. 
Last page "and it was still hot." 
Matthew realizes that his mother is now in the room. 
"Mommy, want me to hold it up to you?" 
Ann, "Hold it up to me?" 
"Mommy look at this." holding book so I can see the 
pictures. Holds book towards him, turns the page and 
holds it up again so that I can see. 
"Mommy can you see?" 
Matthew continued showing the pictures throughout the book in this 
manner. Clearly the illustrations were most important here as 
evidenced by his showing me the illustrations throughout the text 
and not voicing any of the text. Prior to my arrival in the room he 
had been talking aloud the text to himself. Although he relied on 
the illustrations to carry the meaning he also realized print 
carried the message by his reading the last page of WHERE THE WILD 
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THINGS ARE that contains no pictures but just print. He furthered 
this meaning by constantly pointing to print in the spring of the 
second year and asking what the words said. By September of the 
third year, he (47 months) was reading the signs in the park and was 
recognizing titles of his favorite books in an out of context. 
Matthew continued to make meaning by himself and using the 
talkaloud strategy while reading to himself. The meaning making 
process was furthered by his interactions with his younger sister. 
In January of the third year of the study, he (51 months) was prac¬ 
ticing rhymes in CATCH ME, KISS ME AND SAY IT AGAIN by Wendy Watson 
in order to read them to his sister. By April of the third year, he 
(54 months) had memorized eight different nursery rhymes which he 
read to his sister from a MOTHER GOOSE book. Consistently he would 
point to the words while he read the wrong words, understanding that 
the print carried the message but not yet recognizing the words he 
read. This all happened at the same time Bob read to Elyse in the 
day care center (see p. 165). On May 10 of the third year, he 
addressed Elyse, his sister, "Elyse, move your hand. I can’t read 
cause I can’t see the words." Matthew had moved from a total 
reliance on pictures to make meaning, to making meaning from a com¬ 
bination of the pictures and the text, to the realization that print 
carried the message. The observational data suggest that Matthew 
employed a talkaloud strategy as he made meaning for himself. He 
furthered this meaning by interacting with another person, his 
sister. 
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The second way Matthew made meaning for himself was in his 
writing ability. He was actually writing long before I was aware of 
it. In September of the first year of the study, he (23 months) had 
taken a little blue notebook to do his "homework” in. I thought he 
was filling the notebook with scratches. He would sit next to me at 
the table and talk to himself while writing. It wasn't until 
February, six months later, that the notebook showed up again and I 
was able to look at it. In the center of the book Matthew had prac¬ 
ticed T's and H's. It seemed that no one had picked up and en¬ 
couraged Matthew in this writing ability and so he abandoned it. He 
could also have simply lost interest. Throughout the study 
Matthew's writing went in spurts. He would actively write and then 
stop for a period and then actively write again. By February of the 
first year of the study, he was using markers both at home and in 
school. On February 10 Matthew (28 months) had been intently work¬ 
ing with markers for about a half hour period. Ayana came to get 
him to change his diaper. Matthew did not want to be disturbed but 
he was the last child needing to be changed so Ayana picked him up 
forcefully and carried him to the changing table. Matthew took a 
marker with him and when he was put on the changing table he grabbed 
toilet paper and continued his writing. He had been talking aloud 
while writing at the table and now that he was writing on toilet 
paper he was voicing his anger "NO! NO! NO!" and continuing to 
write. 
In October and November of the second year of the study, he 
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(36 months) was practicing T’s. By April he (42 months) was filling 
up lined pages, staying within the lines, writing right to left in a 
cursive like line, claiming he was writing notes. He would hand the 
note to the person it was going to and immediately tell what he had 
written. For example on April 1 of the second year, he wrote 
several notes to me and interpreted: 
"Dear Mom, Do you like when the Easter Bunny comes? 
love Matt. 
Dear Mora, Do you like it when Dracula comes in your 
dreams? love Matt." 
This episode illustrated that Matthew understood that print carried 
the meaning but he did not yet know how to create the print to carry 
his messages. 
Matthew entered a no-writing period during the summer of the 
second year. A month later in the fall of the third year, he (47 
months) began to actively create meaning for himself in writing. He 
created this meaning by copying. He did not want anyone to help. 
He would copy individual letters in school and at home and place one 
or two letters on a piece of paper. He actively copied letters 
throughout the fall and then stopped writing. Although he was not 
writing he was actively creating letter meanings for himself as 
evidenced in the following statements. In December of the third 
year of the study, he (50 months) deduced that "M's turn into Vs." 
On March 14 of the third year, "N’s turn into Z’s, and on March 19 
itptg turn into d's but I don't think they can turn into b's." Ap¬ 
parently he had been writing the individual letters as he made sense 
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of them. He did not learn to write the alphabet, although he could 
say it. He wrote letters, voiced his thoughts about them, made 
sense of them, and then wrote letters again. 
By April of the third year, he (54 months) learned to write 
his name correctly because Ayana encouraged him to sign the dictated 
stories and plays he had written. He wrote his name to show his 
authorship of the stories he dictated. In August of the third year, 
he was copying off of cereal boxes. A month later in September 
beginning the fourth year of the study, he (59 months) was taking 
his favorite books and copying the titles down on paper. Matthew 
was spending a great deal of time copying words. While he was copy¬ 
ing he would use a talkaloud strategy that would either describe ex¬ 
actly what he was doing "one line down, one line up, one line down, 
and one line up, there," while he was doing the letter W or he would 
say aloud the letter he was writing. The observational data indi¬ 
cate that once he absorbed individual letter knowledge he began ex¬ 
perimenting by putting letters together. He would often request 
that words be spelled for him. He furthered this meaning making 
process by combining words into text. On October 18 of the fourth 
year of the study he (60 months) made a book for his parents. He 
stapled paper and a construction paper cover together. He filled 
the book with pictures from magazines. Under each picture he wrote 
words. When he was tired of this he cut words out from magazines 
and pasted them under the pictures. This illustrates that he under¬ 
stood the mechanics of books, that meaning was made with text and 
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pictures but although he did understand that books carried a logical 
meaningful story as evidenced in his story dictations he did not ex¬ 
hibit this understanding here. What was important to him was that 
it be a continuous text with pictures. 
Matthew (60 months) wrote a sign for his fish tank. He asked 
his father to spell the necessary words. 
October 22 Fourth year of the study The Horae 
fish 
Molly’s 
Are 
good 
Jumpers 
That same day he realized he could write the words: 
No, Yes and USA. 
After doing this sign he again continued to staple paper 
together to make books. He would usually ask me to take dictation 
directing exactly where the text was to be written on each page. He 
would then have me read each page to him and he would illustrate the 
picture. This episode illustrates that Matthew understood that in 
order to make meaning for himself it was necessary to synthesize the 
meaning from the text with the meaning from the pictures. 
On November 5 and 8 of the fourth year of the study, Matthew 
(61 months) wrote songs and gave them to me. He divided papers into 
lines and filled them with note like objects. I was quite amazed 
and did not know where he had gotten this knowledge. 
Ann, "How did you learn to do that?" 
Matthew, "like letters?" 
Ann, "Well, how was that?" f| 
Matthew, "I just figured it out. 
Ann, "How did you figure it out? ^ 
Matthew, "I just knew, that s all. 
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Apparently Matthew figured how to do notes the same way he learned 
to do letters. The observational data suggest that this meaning 
making was done over time, by observation, using a talkaloud 
strategy and modeling. Matthew took in the necessary information, 
voiced his thoughts about the information, watched others and ap¬ 
plied the acquired knowledge to make meaning in writing. 
The third way Matthew made meaning for himself was through im¬ 
aginative play. Through my own observations and also as reported by 
Ayana, Matthew used a great deal of language in his imaginative 
play. He would set the drama by talking language aloud to himself 
and leap into it. At home he would do imaginative play by himself 
for a long period of time, talking the story through aloud. His 
props were usually small figures that he gave voices to and acted 
out stories with. At school imaginative play often began in the 
block corner where Matthew would play by himself or entice peers to 
play with him. Again Matthew would create the stage with language 
and take off from there. Fantasy play was greatly influenced by 
what was presently happening in Matthew's life; the play he most 
recently attended, the story that was being read to him, the video 
or TV program he has just seen. Much of this imaginative play found 
its way into Matthew’s dictations. It seems that many of Matthew s 
stories had beginnings, middles and endings. He could create a set¬ 
ting, carry a theme, have a plot and characters, and a climax where 
something exciting happened. I speculate that it was quite possible 
that Matthew actively voiced and made meanings of logical stories 
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through this imaginative play. This meaning making process may have 
contributed to a richer sense of story structure as evidenced in the 
stories he dictated. It is inferred that Matthew, like Mary, worked 
through his meanings by talking aloud and actively participating in 
fantasy play which may have carried over into contributing to a 
richer sense of story structure and extending meaning for himself 
through story dictation. 
The observational data suggest that Matthew employed a 
talkaloud strategy in interactions with texts and writing as he made 
meaning for himself. He experimented with print first by copying 
individual letters and voicing similarities and differences among 
letters, then by copying words, and then combining letters to make 
words. This meaning making process may have been furthered in his 
imaginative play which seems to have enabled him to talk aloud his 
thoughts and act these thoughts out to create logical stories. This 
imaginative play may have laid the foundation for a logical, sense 
of story. 
Summary 
All of the children in their way used a talkaloud strategy as 
they made meaning for themselves. It seems each of the five 
children used the talkaloud strategy as they interacted with the 
written text and made meaning for themselves. This is not to say 
that those children who did not use a talkaloud strategy did not ac¬ 
tively think and make meaning for themselves. When I casually ques¬ 
tioned the children about this talkaloud strategy, most of their 
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responses indicated that they did not know why they employed this 
strategy. Although no child denied using it. 
Matthew, "You mean read with voice? I just do." 
When pressed, "I like to do it, it's fun." 
When questioned as to why Mary might employ it, "She 
likes it." 
Katie, "Because no one is around so you talk aloud to 
yourself." 
Mary, "Because I like to read books." 
The other children responded that they did not know. The children 
had employed this talkaloud strategy since they entered child care 
yet were still too young to voice their own opinions of why they 
might employ it as a strategy. This talkaloud strategy or giving a 
running commentary on what the child was interacting with was ob¬ 
served in all of the children at Green Acres on numerous occasions. 
I assume that some type of facilitating function was going on for 
the children, although it was difficult to understand just what that 
function was. It seems that the talkaloud strategy may have been 
used as a means for the children to organize their thoughts about 
what they were interacting with. The children talked aloud but 
addressed their running commentaries to no one. It appears to be a 
social activity, yet there is no social situation present. These 
children were social beings and learned in a social context. It may 
be that these children needed to get their thoughts out and talk 
aloud as they made meaning for themselves. 
Children also seemed to use this talkaloud strategy when they 
began writing. Actual writing ability seemed to develop over time. 
It seems children learned the functions and uses of print first. 
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Simultaneously they were experimenting with reading and writing. 
All of the children demonstrated some knowledge of writing before 
they learned actual letter knowledge. All five children exhibited a 
cursive horizontal squiggle reminiscent of cursive writing before 
and during initial letter knowledge learning. The data suggest that 
children actively created letter meanings for themselves as they 
simultaneously learned to write the individual letters. It seemed 
children wrote letters, talked aloud their thoughts about letters, 
made sense of the letters and then wrote the letters again. Each of 
the children, except for Joshua where there is no evidence, fur¬ 
thered their meaning of writing by copying individual letters and 
then words. This writing continued into a meaningful text as the 
children became more aware of print as evidenced by Mary and Mat¬ 
thew. The observational data suggest that children worked in four 
modalities to make meanings for themselves. Reading, writing, lis¬ 
tening and speaking worked together in a multifaceted web to create 
meaning for oneself, to master one’s native language and to broaden 
one’s world. 
Discussion 
The purpose of this ethnography was to describe and generate 
questions about early socialization to literacy. In this section I 
will discuss how the four major themes, as identified in previous 
chapters, contributed to the child's literacy learning. These 
themes will include: 1. The belief and value systems of the culture, 
2. Interactive collaboration in the meaning making process, 3. Peer 
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socialization in the meaning making process, and 4. The individual 
in the meaning making process. 
It has been argued that learning literacy is a social process 
(Heath, 1983a; Taylor, 1983; Gourley, et al, 1984; Harste et al, 
1984; Cochran-Smith, 1984; Solsken, 1985). The adult interviews 
support that this social process incorporated the adult belief and 
value systems and their interplay with the children's literacy 
development. The adults in this study, like the adults in the 
Taylor (1983), Heath (1983a), Harste et al (1984), and Cochran-Smith 
(1984) studies, provided rich backgrounds that shaped the literacy 
development of the children. Unlike the two working class com¬ 
munities in Heath's study (1983a), home and school were in harmony 
in this study. The school experience seemed to extend and comple¬ 
ment the home literacy experience. This was similar to the 
townspeople in Heath's (1983a) study. The adults in this community 
had similar belief and value systems as the adults in the Bissex 
(1980), Cragos (1983), Taylor (1983) and Cochran-Smith (1984) 
studies, for they highly valued and assumed literacy for their 
children. The teachers, the parents, the peers, and the community 
at large shared beliefs and value about literacy. This ethnography 
suggests that the adults, based on their own belief and value sys¬ 
tems concerning literacy organized print and literacy events in par¬ 
ticular ways where children acted on their own literacy. Like 
Schieffelin and Cochran-Smith (1984) this ethnography suggests that 
the children were learning literacy which emerged out of a par- 
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ticular cultural orientation. Parents and teachers were culture 
bearers who consciously and unconsciously organized a supportive 
literacy environment that developed out of their particular cultural 
orientation in which literacy was a "given." Children internalized 
the literacy perspective of the culture; and through social ex¬ 
perience, this perspective became part of the child's reality. 
Initially circle introduced children to adult controlled group 
activities. Circle socialized children to certain group behavior 
rules (coming when called, taking turns, focusing one's attention, 
sitting and listening) and consequently participation for group 
reading. It may be that knowledge of these extra-literate rules 
eventually makes it easier for preschool children to be successful 
in an elementary school group reading situation. Although these 
rules have nothing to do with the actual process of literacy learn¬ 
ing, children who have experienced this socialization to group ac¬ 
tivities may be at a distinct advantage over those children who have 
not experienced this socialization process simply because they know 
to be quiet and pay attention during group activities. These obser¬ 
vations are compatible with those of Cochran-Smith (1984) and Mil 
ler, Nemoianu, and DeJong (1986). Miller, Nemoianu, and DeJong ex¬ 
amined episodes in which working class mothers used books with their 
two year old children. Unlike the adults in this study, these 
mothers hoped for literacy for their children but did not take it 
for granted. In comparing these early informal literacy episodes 
with those of the school, the authors argue that the child who has 
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learned to read with strangers may find it easier to make the tran¬ 
sition to school. Children who have only read in intimate situa¬ 
tions at home with a familiar person, may not understand the neces¬ 
sary rules for participation in a group controlled by a stranger. 
Once the children in the present study were socialized into these 
extra-literate rules circle became a literacy event. 
Initially adults played a major role in shaping the literacy 
events in the classroom. Prior to entry at Green Acres, children 
were read to in intimate situations usually on a parent’s lap. 
Gradually children absorbed the cultural rules for participation in 
group circle reading that were modeled by the classroom teacher. As 
the children became socialized to group circle the shift was made 
from an adult controlled literacy event to an interactive collabora¬ 
tive meaning making process. In this interactive collaborative 
process the teacher clarified and extended meanings for the children 
and provided the stimulus for the children to participate in the 
meaning making process. The interactive collaborative process of 
making meaning was a very important process for the child’s literacy 
learning. It is this interactive collaboration with an adult that 
may provide a bridge into the elementary school meaning making 
process. Initially this interactive collaboration took the form of 
the teacher making meaning with the children by asking them to label 
and point. These early sequences were reminiscent of the mother- 
child picture book dialogues discussed by Ninio and Bruner (1978). 
As the children grew older the sequences resembled those in the 
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Cochran-Smith (1984) study where the teacher balanced the child's 
world knowledge with the textual information to make meaning. This 
research provides further evidence to also support the suggestion of 
Taylor (1983) that meaning was made in an interactive collaborative 
process. In contrast, the Trackton working class community in 
Heath's study (1983a) did not use interactive collaboration in book- 
readings. The Roadville working class community used interactive 
bookreadings early on but by the time the child was three bookread¬ 
ing became a passive sit and listen experience. The interactive 
collaborative process of making meaning is one example of Vygotsky s 
zone of proximal development (1978). Vygotsky argues that children 
solve new problems independently but need assistance. Once the 
child interacts with adults and in cooperation with peers the child 
learns a task and it becomes part of "the child’s independent 
achievement." In the interactive collaborative process children 
were guided through the meaning making process by an adult or peer 
to their potential level of learning in a supportive, interactive 
experience. This process may well have contributed significantly to 
children’s eventual abilities to make meaning on their own. Fur- 
thermore, as the children continued to be socialized to group circle 
reading they also began to take more control of the meaning making 
process. 
The present study came closest in its conclusions to that of 
Cochran-Smith's (1984) eighteen month study in a Philadelphia pre 
each of the studies, teachers were culture bearers who 
school. In 
198 
consciously and unconsciously organized a supportive literacy en¬ 
vironment that developed out of their particular cultural orienta¬ 
tion in which literacy was taken for granted. In both studies there 
was a striking consistency between home and school ways of using 
books, language and print. The parents in both studies saw reading 
to their children as routine acts in the role of parenting. 
Like Cochran-Smith, I also conclude that it may be that 
knowledge of the extra-literate rules (coming when called, paying 
attention to the book being read, etc.) for group participation that 
eventually makes it easier for preschool children to be successful 
in an elementary school group reading situation. Children who have 
experienced socialization to group activities may be at a distinct 
advantage over those children who have not experienced this 
socialization process simply because they know to be quiet and pay 
attention during group activities. 
The two studies are also alike in that each found that meaning 
making occurred in an interactive collaboration between the children 
and the teacher. Further we both conclude that as children took in 
more literacy knowledge and through the interactive story collabora¬ 
tions and in my study through the story dictations, children began 
to gradually learn to meld the meaning from the text with meaning 
from the pictures to form their own literate meanings. 
There are several major differences between the two studies, 
in the present study the events of literacy learning were most sig¬ 
nificantly influenced by the mutual social relationships between 
199 
children and their peers. In this study children socialized other 
children towards literacy development. Children relied on each 
other as supports, partners and models. Children collaborated with 
peers in an interactive collaborative manner to produce meaning. In 
the present study, teachers modeled literacy behaviors for the 
children and in turn children learned these behaviors and modeled 
them for their peers. Also as the children learned more literacy 
knowledge they became more capable in the meaning making process by 
themselves. 
The major difference between the two studies is that my study 
focused on individuals within their culture negotiating their own 
literacy learning environments over a three and a half year period. 
Also the present study presents the emergence of a new culture. 
These children had never attended a day care center before nor had 
the center or teachers ever interacted with children so young prior 
to this. Although the two studies looked at similar communities and 
similar age groups, the primary focus of the Cochran-Smith study was 
on literacy events that involved joint adult-child participation. 
The present study not only looked at this aspect of literacy but 
also focused on the social worlds of the children as well as the in¬ 
dividual children negotiating their own literacy learning environ¬ 
ment. 
This ethnography suggests that literacy learning was a complex 
movement among the children, the adults and the school-wide culture. 
The findings of this ethnography support those seen in the Gourley 
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et al (1983), Taylor (1983), Harste et al (1984), Dyson (1985a) and 
Benedict (1987) studies. As do the above studies, this ethnography 
suggests that the events of literacy development were most sig¬ 
nificantly influenced by the mutual social relationships between 
children and their peers. Initially children looked to adults for 
the rules of socialization. Gradually over time and with continual 
interactions with peers children looked to their peers as socializ¬ 
ing agents. As children matured and developed personal ties to 
other children much literacy socialization went on in the crevices 
of classrooms of which teachers were unaware. This study provides 
further evidence to support the suggestion of Dyson (1985a) that 
much literacy learning occurred between the "cracks of the official 
curriculum." However, whereas Dyson believed "stable peer networks" 
began around seven or eight this research demonstrates that stable 
ties began much earlier in this day care setting. In this culture 
peers were busily socializing peers towards literacy development. 
Children relied on each other as support systems, partners and 
models. Children collaborated with peers in an interactive manner 
to produce meaning. As children took in more literacy knowledge and 
through the interactive story collaborations and story dictations 
children began to gradually learn to meld the meanings from the text 
with the meanings from the pictures to form their own literate mean¬ 
ing. This observation is compatible with that of Cochran-Smith 
(1986). Peers socialized peers to literacy in the crevices of Green 
Acres cultural life. Literacy learning was embedded in the social 
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interactions of everyday life. 
Schickedanz and Sullivan (1984) studied the literacy develop¬ 
ment of six children in the home and the nursery school for a three 
month period. These children were reported by their professional 
parents to have a high interest in literacy activities. One child 
was three and a half years old and the other children were between 
the ages of four and five years old. They conclude that children 
engage in literacy events far more at home than at school. The 
present study is in direct contrast to their findings. Schickedanz 
and Sullivan suggest that there was something about the preschool 
setting itself which influenced all adults, teachers and helping 
parents, in characteristic ways which made it unlikely for the 
adults to facilitate the emergence of literacy events. They reason 
that parents lived in adult worlds in the home which involved 
literacy events. Teachers and parents in the classroom did not live 
in adult worlds in the same sense as parents did in the home. These 
researchers found that in the classroom the adults focused on the 
children and "rarely did" literacy events. Schickedanz and Sullivan 
assume literacy learning is a unidirectional phenomenon, in which an 
adult did something for a child; they seem to be saying that this 
something was the act of instructing the child in literacy. In the 
present study children acted on their own literacy and literacy 
learning was framed by the particular cultural orientation of the 
community. In the present study home and school were well matched. 
Literacy evolved continually in the on-going everyday social events 
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Literacy events permeated the entire environment in the on-going 
processes of daily living. 
Schickedanz and Sullivan found that most activities were child 
initiated. Although they did not follow an activity back through 
its inception, they infer that many of the activities were intro¬ 
duced by the parents and then imitated by the children on subsequent 
occasions. However, they qualify this by saying that it is not so 
much that children model adult literacy behavior because they are 
interested in learning it but because they want to stay busy. In 
this light these researchers certainly do not give children credit 
for intelligently acting on their own literacy learning. The re¬ 
searchers found peer involvement in literacy events infrequent and 
instances where children engaged in literacy events on their own 
even more rare. 
Schickedanz and Sullivan suggest that one of the differences 
in the rates at which literacy events occurred in the two settings 
was that parents became "desperate" about what to do with children. 
They further suggest that this desperation drives the parents to do 
literacy events with the children. They observed that teachers in¬ 
itiated far fewer literacy events than parents because they did not 
have to become "desperate" since they could offer easel painting or 
water play instead. The researchers assume that desperation drives 
someone to do literacy events with children. They also assume that 
given a choice between easel painting and reading a book or writing 
a note that the preschool child will automatically select easel 
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painting. These researchers assume that preschool children are only 
interested in painting and play and do literacy type events in 
desperation. It seems that these authors assume the child is an 
empty vessel waiting to be filled up. The present study paints a 
far different picture. The present study is in direct contrast for 
it suggests that children act on their own literacy serving as 
models, supports and partners for each other. The children in the 
present study were not waiting for an adult to initiate or direct 
the learning. Furthermore interactions with adults were an interac¬ 
tive collaboration rather than a unidirectional mode where the adult 
instructed the children in literacy. 
Schickedanz and Sullivan also suggest that parents share a 
backlog of experiences that teachers are unable to share since a 
teacher has the child only one year. Although in the present study 
Ayana and the children shared a long history together it seemed that 
this may have contributed to the literacy learning but certainly did 
not account for it. There was literacy learning going on in the 
first year of the study as there was in the last year of the study. 
Unlike the present study, these researchers suggest that literacy 
learning in the preschool must always remain different from literacy 
learning in the home. 
This ethnography suggests that as the children absorbed more 
literacy knowledge they were empowered to make literacy meanings on 
their own. Each of the five children in this study used a talkaloud 
strategy as they made meanings for themselves while they interacted 
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with books and with writing. Harste et al, (1984) report that oral 
speech during writing suggests the presence of a plan. They further 
suggest that oral language during writing serves an organizational 
function which directs writing. In the present study the talkaloud 
strategy served as some type of facilitating function in reading, 
writing and in fantasy play. I have inferred that the children may 
have needed to talk their thoughts aloud as they made meanings for 
themselves. It may suggest that this talkaloud strategy aided the 
child in organizing his/her thoughts as s/he constructed meaning 
while interacting with print and directed meaning while writing. 
The talkaloud strategy is similar to Piaget’s (1955) 
egocentric speech in that the child does not try to communicate with 
anyone, expects no answers and does not expect anyone to listen. 
Like egocentric speech, it seems that as the child employs a 
talkaloud strategy the child gives a running commentary on what s/he 
is doing. Talkaloud is different from Piaget's egocentric speech 
in that Piaget emphasized that it did not fulfill any useful func¬ 
tion in the child’s behavior, it merely accompanied it. He further 
suggests that egocentric speech was a direct expression of the 
egocentrism of the child's thought. I have inferred that, the 
talkaloud strategy fulfilled some type of facilitating function. 
This inference is more in keeping with Vygotsky (1962) for he sees 
egocentric speech as "directly related to the child’s practical 
dealings with the real world." Vygotsky and Piaget used the same 
term, egocentric speech, but each saw it as something different. 
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Vygotsky further suggests that egocentric speech serves as a means 
of problem-solving and planning. Making meaning for the child may 
require that s/he connect his/her inner thoughts with his/her lan¬ 
guage and outer voice. The present research suggests that the child 
may need to capture his/her own individual thoughts in words as s/he 
makes meaning. It seemed children employed a talkaloud strategy as 
they made meaning by talking the meaning through. However, I am not 
saying that if a child fails to employ a talkaloud strategy then the 
child is not making meaning on his/her own. Vygotsky hypothesizes 
that egocentric speech becomes inner speech around school age. He 
furthers this hypothesis suggesting that inner speech for the adult 
represents thinking for himself/herself and has the same function 
that egocentric speech has in the child. The child talks aloud be¬ 
cause the child can only think aloud and then gradually develops a 
new faculty to "think words," thus inner speech. 
Vygotsky hypothesized that egocentric speech emerged when the 
child transferred the interactive social behavior to the sphere of 
his/her inner-personal function. Vygotsky saw the earliest speech 
of the child as essentially social. The world of the children in 
the present study was a social world. Children generally used their 
language to speak in a social context. It seemed when the child 
began to make meanings on his/her own the child employed a talkaloud 
strategy to facilitate in some way. What happened socially may have 
been quite similar to what was happening individually at this time 
in the child. Vygotsky refers to this as the point when egocentric 
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speech splinters off from general social speech and in time leads to 
inner speech. Vygotsky hypothesized that egocentric speech was the 
transition stage in the evolution from vocal to inner speech. 
I am unsure whether this talkaloud strategy ever leaves mean¬ 
ing makers. It seems it may subside significantly as one matures 
but in order for meaning makers to continue making meaning it seems 
they may need to voice their thoughts with other meaning makers or 
to oneself. Adult learners are often encouraged to talk meanings 
out with colleagues or to practice their meaning making aloud on 
themselves (Shor, 1980). Shor further recommends that adult lear¬ 
ners read aloud what they have written in order to edit and to check 
to see if their work makes sense. He refers to this as voicing. 
Shor suggests that the key is to connect the spoken language to 
written language. Authors often employ a voicing strategy in their 
own writing to see if it makes sense and to check on how the lan¬ 
guage sounds (personal conversations with Jane Yolen and Patricia 
MacLachlan, Children’s authors). It may be possible that these 
children naturally used a talkaloud strategy as they made sense in 
the meaning making process. This is only one interpretive 
framework. On the basis of this preliminary but suggestive evidence 
about a talkaloud strategy, it is important to identify other cul¬ 
tures in which literacy learning is affected by children employing 
this as a strategy. 
The ethnography suggests that children experimented with print 
first by copying individual letters and talking aloud similarities 
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and differences among letters, then by combining letters to make 
words and then copying words. As evidenced in this study, teachers 
could facilitate, model, encourage, support and guide the meaning 
making process but the crucial process of making meaning eventually 
rested with the child. The actual learning that went on in this 
classroom was shaped by the children. This is compatible with 
Solsken’s findings (1985). Children worked in four modalities 
simultaneously: reading, writing, listening and speaking. All com¬ 
bined in a multifaceted web to create individual meaning. 
CHAPTER VI 
CONCLUSIONS 
This ethnography has documented the process of how five 
children were becoming literate in one particular social group. It 
enables the reader to see several aspects of early literacy develop¬ 
ment as one community engaged in everyday events. 
This ethnography suggests several points. 
1) Circle was initially used to socialize the 
children to the extra-literate rules for group 
participation. 
2) Meaning making occurred in an interactive col¬ 
laboration between the children and the teacher. 
3) Teachers were culture bearers who consciously and 
unconsciously organized a supportive literacy en¬ 
vironment that developed out of their particular 
cultural orientation in which literacy was taken 
for granted. 
4) Much learning went on in the crevices of class¬ 
room life. 
5) Teachers modeled literacy behaviors for the 
children and in turn children learned these be¬ 
haviors and modeled them for their peers. 
6) The events of literacy learning were strongly in¬ 
fluenced by the mutual social relationships among 
the children. 
7) As the children learned more literacy knowledge 
they became more capable in the meaning making 
process by themselves. 
These findings will be discussed in this section. 
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In this study circle was initially used to socialize the 
children to the extra-literate rules (coining when called, taking 
turns, focusing one's attention, sitting and listening) for group 
participation. The teacher initially directed a great deal of the 
literacy events in the classroom. Circle was referred to exten¬ 
sively in the beginning year for it was the major devise for 
socializing children to the day care culture and it was also where 
the main literacy learning took place. Circle was the one event 
that took place every day. As the children became more comfortable 
in their socialization to the rules for group circle reading, 
teachers began to relax and follow the children's cues. It seems it 
was these extra-literate rules for group circle participation that 
the children learned which eventually allowed the teacher to relax 
and made circle a literacy event. It may very well be that an im¬ 
portant part of what preschool children who have experienced reading 
in a group bring to the elementary reading group is knowledge of 
these extra-literate rules. Many teachers expect these extra¬ 
literate rules to accompany group reading and thus these experienced 
children give cues that they are prepared for group participation. 
In this study meaning making occurred in an interactive col¬ 
laboration between the children and an adult. The teacher fine- 
tuned and extended meaning for the children during story book read¬ 
ing. The teacher took the child's real world knowledge and helped 
him/her relate it to meaning in books. Often times it was the group 
the teacher and the children that helped the discussions among 
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children arrive at some type of meaning of the text. Researchers 
have reported that children in early reading experiences with an 
adult learn to label (Ninio and Bruner, 1978; Heath, 1982b). 
However, Heath suggests that there is a need for relating the 
child's meaning from books to other aspects of his/her environment. 
It is not enough to have the child label. To succeed in creating 
meanings the child will need to be able to relate his/her world 
knowledge to meanings in books and in turn meanings in books to 
his/her world knowledge. It is this interactive collaboration with 
an adult that may provide a bridge into the elementary school mean¬ 
ing making process. Furthermore, this process may well contribute 
significantly to children’s abilities to make meaning on their own. 
Teachers were culture bearers who consciously and uncon¬ 
sciously organized a supportive literacy environment that developed 
out of their particular cultural orientation in which literacy was 
taken for granted. Literacy events and learning opportunities were 
cultivated and informed by the past experiences and educative styles 
of the teachers. Teachers in this social group assumed literacy for 
the children. The parents, through their interviews, also indicated 
that they felt the same way. Children internalized the perspective 
of the culture, and through social interactions this perspective be¬ 
came part of the children's reality. The children's literacy 
development was shaped by the historical roots of their teachers and 
parents, which dictated what the social and cultural aspects of the 
children’s learning environments looked like. The particular cul- 
tural orientation of this community where literacy was assumed 
determined the framework within which these children learned 
literacy. 
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Much learning went on in the crevices of classroom life that 
was not directed by the teachers. Frequently teachers were even un¬ 
aware of learning going on in the crevices. Crevices remained 
crevices only to adults, for the children they were where much of 
the "real’' day took place. Because the teachers assumed literacy 
for the children they treated the children as readers and writers. 
Because the teachers treated the children as readers and writers the 
children thought of themselves in this fashion and acted in this 
manner. Children were often found ’’reading” to themselves and to 
other children. Frequently, children were found writing notes to 
themselves as memory jogs, or messages to their parents, relatives 
and friends. Mary wrote her Mary Poppins reminder note while Mat¬ 
thew exchanged his telephone number with Ernie. Each case happened 
in the crevices of classroom life without direct planning of the 
teacher. The teacher became aware only after or in Mary's case 
during the actual writing of the note. Teachers observed within the 
crevices and therefore knew what cues to follow as the children ex¬ 
hibited what they were interested in. Ayana saw the children act 
out the three Billy goats Gruff on the playground and brought it 
into the classroom. She extended it into another play that year. 
In the third year of the study when she found the children acting 
out Peter Pan she extended that in the fall to allow the children to 
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write and act out their own plays and stories. When teachers were 
aware that children were learning from each other in the crevices 
they would often observe these behaviors and build upon what the 
children were doing and follow their leads. Teachers took oppor¬ 
tunities that the children provided to interact in literacy learn¬ 
ing. Sometimes this was as extensive as play productions or as 
simple as Donald responding to Joshua's Transformer boots or 
Matthew's drawing a picture of Indiana Jones. The teachers observed 
children learning from each other in the crevices of classroom life, 
allowed for it, and extended and encouraged the learning that was 
taking place. 
Teachers modeled literacy behaviors for the children and in 
turn the children imitated these behaviors and modeled them for 
their peers. Also teachers observed these behaviors the children 
imitated and furthered their literacy by continuing to model varied 
and extended literacy behaviors. When Ernie was imitating Ayana s 
writing abilities, Ayana extended this by having him write signs for 
the class. Ayana wrote signs for the events of the day, Ernie began 
to imitate this behavior, therefore Ayana had Ernie write the signs 
for the events of the day and display his signs to the class. Ernie 
modeled for his peers as Ayana did; other children began to imitate 
this behavior. Mary made a "No hitting" sign, Brian made a "No guns 
in school" sign. Ayana extended this sign making even further by 
having children write signs for the parent work day. Children ex¬ 
tended this a few weeks later by insisting on writing signs for the 
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parent pot luck supper. Literacy learning became a cyclic pattern 
where the teacher modeled literacy behaviors and children imitated 
these behaviors modeling them for their peers. Often these be¬ 
haviors were demonstrated by the children for their peers in the 
crevices of classroom life. Teachers observed and built upon what 
the children were demonstrating for their peers. Teachers extended 
this in further modeling and the cycle began again. 
The events of literacy learning were most influenced by the 
mutual social relationships among children and their peers. 
Literacy learning was a complex movement among children and the 
adults in this social group. Children served as models, supports 
and partners for their peers in the meaning making process. 
Children acted as models as the teacher did. What the teacher had 
modeled as literacy behavior the children imitated and eventually 
made these behaviors their own. Children acted as supports for 
other children in the meaning making process. Sometimes children 
were supports simply by participating in child initiated discus¬ 
sions, sometimes as emotional supports and sometimes leading and 
guiding children to literacy. Children often acted as partners in 
literacy events. This was especially prevalent in the last year of 
the study when children had developed close personal ties. Katie 
came to the school as a writer. Mary and Katie became friends and 
by teaming with Katie, Mary eventually became one of the most 
prolific writers in the classroom. Matthew teamed with Ernie to aid 
in his writing ability and with Bob in reading and writing. 
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Children acted in these roles because the teachers provided the op¬ 
portunities to participate in these roles. In this study children 
did not learn literacy in a vacuum. They were not empty vessels 
waiting to be filled and instructed by adults in the different 
aspects of literacy. Children were actively engaged in literacy 
events with other children. Even as toddlers these children were 
organizing their own and each others learning. Child collaboration 
and talking was an ordinary part of literacy learning. Children 
learned literacy as they actively participated in a literate 
society. Children's development of literacy emerged out of their 
experiences in their social worlds with adults and other children 
and the beliefs and values they encountered while interacting in the 
social group. Children learned literacy by interacting with adults 
and other children, from books that were read to them and that they 
read, and from the demonstrations and support of their teachers and 
peers. Children served as role models for other children, children 
learned from other children, children imitated other children, 
children supported other children, and children worked in partner¬ 
ships with other children. Peers were socializing agents in the 
process of literacy learning. Literacy learning was embedded in the 
meaningful social interactions of everyday life. 
As the children matured and learned more literacy knowledge 
they became more capable in the meaning making process by them¬ 
selves. Some children employed a talkaloud strategy as they inter- 
Children also began to create meaning for them- 
acted with print. 
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selves by copying print in their environment. 
This ethnography detailed the world of five children coming to 
literacy for three and a half years and described how the people 
they came into contact with affected this socialization process. 
This study is distinctive for it has examined the daily life ex¬ 
periences of five individual children learning literacy aged 19 
months to 5.2 years. It is also distinctive in that two of the 
children were in the same environment for the three and a half 
years, both at home and in school. Another child experienced the 
same environment for two and a half years. All of the children had 
the same teacher for the period they were in the day care center. A 
review of the literature to this date indicates that no study has 
detailed the world of such young children coming to literacy with 
the same environmental factors interplaying for such a long period 
of time. For these reasons this documentation makes a unique and 
useful contribution to the literature on children's socialization to 
literacy. This research identifies the key dimensions that this 
particular social group provided for their children. The findings 
in this ethnography cannot be approached as universal, but instead 
are culture-specific. 
Implications for Teachers, Theory and Research 
This ethnography was not primarily intended to directly im¬ 
prove current teaching of literacy. Nor was it aimed at suggesting 
improvements in those aspects in reading and writing which schools 
teach to children. Rather its major contribution is to offer ways 
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to think about literacy development and generate questions about 
early socialization for literacy. With this type of information 
educators, parents and researchers can look at the appropriateness 
of literacy experiences they provide for young children. 
Implications for Teachers 
For many children who come to a day care center, it is their 
first experience with a large group of children outside of a family 
setting. Preschool teachers need to be aware that this is a new ex¬ 
perience for the children. The present study suggests that children 
were socialized to the extra-literate rules (coming when called, 
paying attention, etc.) for group participation. Lack of knowledge 
of the extra-literate rules may interfere with an individual's focus 
on literacy within the circle context. Teachers should be aware 
that they are socializing children to school behavior as well as to 
literacy and that this socialization process may take time. 
Teachers can provide practice in the extra-literate rules they 
believe are necessary for group participation. 
This study suggested that meaning was negotiated in an inter¬ 
active collaboration with an adult. The teacher fine-tuned and ex¬ 
tended meaning for the children during story book readings. 
Teachers may want to assess the kinds of interactions they par¬ 
ticipate in with their students. They may also want to assess how 
their students participate in group story readings. Through looking 
at their own interactions and their students', teachers can insure 
that they provide interactive collaborative book readings and that 
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they are relating the meanings children take from books to aspects 
of their environments. If teachers find that there are children who 
have only read stories in a passive sit and listen mode they may 
wish to socialize them to interactive story collaborations. Again, 
this can be done by providing the children with practice in interac¬ 
tive story readings. 
The present study suggests that literacy learning emerged out 
of a particular cultural orientation. This cultural orientation was 
determined by the past experiences and educative styles of the 
adults. Teachers might reflect on their past and assess what they 
feel is a supportive literacy learning environment. Teachers then 
might look into their own classrooms to see how they consciously and 
unconsciously organize a supportive literacy environment. 
Throughout the study children learned in the crevices of 
classroom life. Teachers might take into consideration that this 
learning in the crevices most likely takes place in their own class¬ 
rooms. They may further consider that what the child learns is not 
always what the teacher intended to teach. Children often have 
their own agendas. Teachers may want to insure that learning con¬ 
tinues in the classroom crevices by providing opportunities for 
peers to interact with peers. Teachers may want to take the time to 
observe and see what it is the children are learning by themselves 
and from each other. There are times one might wish to extend and 
encourage the learning and other times the teacher may wish to 
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create experiences to help see alternatives or correct misinforma¬ 
tion. 
During the course of this study what began as teacher in¬ 
itiated literacy behaviors were imitated by the children and even¬ 
tually became to be owned by the children. Teachers demonstrated 
literacy behaviors for the children and in turn the children began 
to model for their peers as the teachers had. These findings sug¬ 
gest that teachers may want to first be aware of their behaviors 
they model and that these behaviors will be imitated by the 
children. It is important for teachers to model events they wish 
their students to internalize. Teachers may want to assess the mes¬ 
sage they give their children about print. If teachers see only 
conventional print as appropriate it may lead children to be low 
risk takers and cautious writers. Teachers might consider a variety 
of contexts in which they model literacy behaviors and in which 
their children can seem them modeling reading, writing and meaning 
making. By encouraging all forms of reading and writing teachers 
can not only increase the likelihood of children becoming risk 
takers but also create situations where children are comfortable and 
productive in learning literacy. It seems important for the teacher 
to serve as a role model in literacy learning events that will even¬ 
tually come to be owned by the children. By modeling literacy be¬ 
haviors it seems that teachers may help students to make these 
models their own. 
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This study suggested that the events of literacy learning were 
most influenced by the mutual social relationships among the 
children. Children interacted with their peers in the meaningful 
social interactions of every day life. Some children, like Matthew, 
were influenced more by peers than by the adults who surrounded 
them. Children served as models, supports and partners for their 
peers in the meaning making process. In addition children made 
meanings on their own. This child-to-child interaction reflected 
what the children brought with them from the adult-child interac¬ 
tion. Teachers might want to examine and assess how children inter¬ 
act in their own classrooms. Through this assessment teachers might 
consider how to provide the opportunities and modeling for students 
to act in roles where they have practice in making meanings 
together. 
As evidenced in this study literacy learning was embedded in 
the social interactions of everyday life. Reading, writing and 
speaking were natural, complex cultural activities. Teachers might 
assess the type of print experiences children have in their class¬ 
rooms and how the teacher and the children themselves organize print 
for their own purposes. In the last year of the study Ayana set up 
a restaurant for the children. Ayana suggested that the children 
create menus for their restaurant. The children related their world 
knowledge and created several names of the restaurants they 
frequented. Some children created their very own names for their 
restaurants. The children extended the restaurant idea by deciding 
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to be food servers, writing down orders from their customers on 
pieces of paper they stapled together to make note pads. 
As evidenced in the talkaloud strategy children employed in 
the individual meaning making process it seems children have the 
need to talk their ideas through whether by themselves, with an 
adult or with a peer. Teachers might consider the opportunities 
they provide for children to talk their meanings through. Although 
the struggle for meaning is personal it is influenced by social in¬ 
teraction. In the present study many opportunities were provided 
for the children to share their talk with the teacher and with their 
peers and also to sit by themselves and talk aloud while interacting 
with print. 
The purpose of this ethnography was not to direct teachers 
what to do about literacy but to suggest how to think about literacy 
development. Teachers must look at their own respective classrooms 
and discover how their own classroom environments organize literacy 
experiences for children. It is through this way of looking that 
teachers can make informed, critical decisions about the ap¬ 
propriateness of the literacy experiences they are providing for the 
particular social group. Teachers must become ’’analysts" m their 
own classrooms in order to assess if they are providing oppor¬ 
tunities they intend to. 
Implications for Theory and Research 
There are four separate topics for further research in this 
First, there is the talkaloud strategy. section. 
Second, the role 
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of children’s fantasy play in literacy development. Third, children 
acting and directing their own learning. Fourth, this ethnography 
serves as a basis of comparison of children's literacy development 
in this culture with those in other cultures. Each will be 
addressed separately in this section. 
Each of the five children in this study employed a talkaloud 
strategy as they made meanings for themselves while they interacted 
with text. It is assumed that this talkaloud strategy served as 
some type of facilitating function for the children in the meaning 
making process. It is also inferred that this strategy may have 
served the children by allowing them to get their thoughts out by 
talking aloud as they made meaning for themselves. On the basis of 
this preliminary evidence, it is important for researchers to iden¬ 
tify other social groups in which meaning making is affected by 
children employing this as a strategy and what its role is. 
I was not actively collecting data on the role of children's 
fantasy play in literacy development. The prevalence of fantasy 
play and its possible relation to children's story dictations came 
out in analyzing the data. Although fantasy play was a prevalent 
behavior in all of the children, talking aloud in fantasy play by 
oneself was particularly prevalent in two children. It seemed that 
these two children worked through their meanings by talking aloud 
and actively participating in fantasy play particularly alone but 
also with others which may have carried over into extended meaning 
for themselves in story dictation. I have speculated that these two 
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children may have been able to actively voice and make meanings by 
practicing logical stories through their fantasy play. When it came 
time to dictate a story it seemed that these two children exhibited 
a richer sense of story structure perhaps due to the fact that they 
had already acted and practiced the story in play. This observation 
is speculative, therefore it is important for future researchers to 
identify the role of fantasy play in children's story structure 
development. There seems to be a need to research whether there is 
a connection between children's fantasy play and sense of story 
structure. 
Galda (1984) suggests that children's fantasy play in a narra¬ 
tive mode may be related to their development of narrative com¬ 
petence. Galda refers to fantasy play as dramatic play. Pellegrini 
(1985) found that exposing children to play did result in the im¬ 
provement of elaborated language. It seems that research (Galda, 
1984; Pellegrini 1985) which has looked at children's fantasy play 
has looked at the positive effect of training in fantasy play and 
not play which is intrinsically motivated and self-generated. It 
seems that if one is to discover if there is a connection between 
fantasy play and sense of story structure the research should focus 
on child-initiated, spontaneous play. 
Throughout the study children significantly influenced each 
other's literacy learning. It seems clear that educators will be 
better equipped to understand and aid students in literacy learning 
if they are aware of how children guide and influence their own and 
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each other s literacy learning. It is important for researchers to 
identify other social groups where children act on and direct their 
own literacy learning. 
As researchers collect more detailed accounts of the different 
patterns by which children in particular cultures learn literacy 
they will learn more about the key dimensions of literacy develop¬ 
ment as they occur in other cultures. This ethnography provides a 
basis for comparison of children's literacy development in this cul¬ 
ture with those in other cultures. The results of current research 
in literacy development (Taylor, 1983; Heath, 1983a; Gourley, et al, 
1984; Harste, et al, 1984; Cochran-Smith, 1984, 1986; Solsken, 1985) 
together with the results of the study reported here emphasize that 
literacy learning is culturally-specific and cross-culturally 
varied. The key dimensions of literacy learning, both the 
similarities and differences, need to be comparatively analyzed in 
order to provide important information to researchers and prac¬ 
titioners. Combined, these studies would then enable us to generate 
a framework for literacy socialization which is founded on meaning¬ 
ful social interaction. Very different practices can lead to 
literacy but it seems there may be a universal set of understandings 
unconsciously shared by the members of different social groups. 
Clearly, the individual's personal history and life context deter¬ 
mine how one feels about becoming literate. One may find literacy 
to be desirable if it can meet the individual’s own goals and pur¬ 
poses in his/her life. It seems literacy can meet one's goals and 
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purposes if it is functional, relevant and meaningful. Literacy is 
too complex to narrow it to a possible few universals. There is 
still not enough known yet about the many different ways in which 
different people become literate. As the body of research on 
literacy learning continues to grow, teachers and researchers will 
be able to describe and compare key dimensions for learning literacy 
in various social groups. Other research might want to look at how 
broader attitudes towards literacy are embedded in other cultures. 
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